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Abstract
The Moon was for Witches examines characters as they respond to their own impulse to 
turn memory into narrative. One character questions her ability to recount events 
accurately and wonders if she is more responsible for a tragedy than she has always 
believed; Another, in the midst of remembering, wonders at the disparity between his 
past and current feelings concerning a specific event, finding himself unable to decide 
which feelings are more real. Each of the characters in this collection wants, more than 
anything, to reconnect with some truth of an experience he or she recalls, but each finds 
such a connection impossible to make. They doubt even the fidelity of the stories of their 
cultures, the grand narratives that make self-consciousness possible. In The Moon was for 
Witches, memory is a threatening force which people draw upon for answers but receive 
only questions, from which any gift of understanding is probably an illusion, even as the 
nostalgia, pain, and revelations are real.
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Now,
One night in particular comes to mind. When the car began to fire unevenly, and 
several more unnecessary minutes passed of Joan’s thoughtful silence before I 
interrupted.
“Something’s wrong,” I murmured, even lifting my hands away from the steering 
wheel like it had grown hot all of a sudden.
“What’s that?” Joan asked, pulling her knuckles away from the side of her face, 
the crease between her eyebrows like a third glaring eye. She had the thing marine 
biologists call the curse of the dolphin, which is to say her mouth seemed like it was 
smiling when it was not. Her pixie-like face and haircut exaggerated the illusion. She 
could seem unpredictably moody to those who did not know her.
I watched that crease, that crease like an endearing little silent partner of mine.
I searched the hip-like bank of snow for a large enough indentation to hold the 
car. I knew if I even grazed the side of the car against it the white wall would suck us 
down—there was a ditch hidden there, that bloomed fireweed in the summer like pink cat 
tails. But then I remembered how few cars it seemed drove our road, especially that late 
in the evening, and it wasn’t snowing anymore—visibility was good. So I stopped the car 
in the middle of the road and listened as the engine sputtered.
It quickly grew fewer and fewer able to do even that. The pistons fired further 
apart, patternless, like the popcorn was ready and if you left it on the burner any longer
you’d burn it. I reached up in a kind of panic to turn the key, but the engine still fired 
even after I slipped it clear.
“It might not start again!” my wife protested.
I stared at the dash, rapt, as the engine spun a couple of times without firing once 
and then caught again to sputter a few seconds more. Then it was silent and still as if it 
had decided to be so. When I turned the key to start the car again the engine whirred but 
did not fire.
“God damn it,” muttered Joan.
“It’s not my fault. It’s not because I pulled the key out,” I said.
“I didn’t say it was your fault, Michael.” She pulled our her cell phone and began 
to flick her fingers across its purple screen. “It’s going to get cold fucking fast.”
“Who’re you calling?” I asked.
“I don’t even have a signal.”
I pulled the key out of the ignition again. The fan went silent and the lights 
winked out. Fir and cedar trees laden with snow caught the moonlight and shot it without 
prejudice or color in every direction. On nights like that one I thought I could see more 
clearly than during the day, the huge northern moon hovering above us like a piebald butt 
cheek. I’d recently found that I enjoyed going out into the cold at night alone. I thought 
about that, while I was peering out the car window at the sharply detailed dreamscape 
that we had stuck ourselves in.
“Heat was still coming out,” said Joan.
“What do you mean?”
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“The engine’s gonna heat up something—it’s still hot, Michael, is what I mean.”
I turned the key again, trying to start the car but giving up after a few seconds of 
whirring, and then kept the key turned just enough to leave the fan on. Joan stabbed at her 
cell’s growing screen and then held it up against the gray felt car ceiling, so that purple 
light painted her cross upturned features the color gargoyle. I handed her mine and she 
went through the same routine. Meanwhile, warm air came through the vents.
“I’ll go outside to try and find a signal,” I offered.
“Just let me try,” she said.
So I stayed. I realized I was grateful to stay. I’d drunk too much too early at Ida’s 
and even considering the ramifications of our situation, what I really wanted was to take a 
nap. The only thing that kept me from trying was the thought of the blowing air 
becoming gradually colder. I thought of what it would be like to wake up freezing, with 
freezing air blowing into my face, and reached up to take the key out of the ignition 
because even just the thought of the sensation made my skin crawl.
“What are you doing?” Joan demanded.
“It won’t save us,” I sighed.
“We don’t need to be saved,” Joan mocked me, as if I were being 
hypochondriacal. It irritated me to realize she thought I was overreacting. We didn’t 
belong. It was the remote north. It was how tragedies happened, up there.
Her fingers hovered over my phone and peered back over her shoulder.
“Down this road behind us, haven’t you called Ida some times on your way to
work?”
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The way she twisted herself in her seat emphasized how fit she was, her black 
jacket tight around her lithe waist, her skinny jeans taut over one muscular thigh. I 
reached out and put my hand on it to reassure myself.
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“To tell her you were going to be late, or something,” she suggested.
“I’m never late.”
“Sometimes you push it, though. She’s all right with you being late?”
“You’re drunk. You think she cares about tardiness?”
“Whatever,” she murmured.
“Let’s just think a second,” I told her.
“How far is the cabin from here?” she asked.
I believe she called it the cabin when she missed it, when its smallness and 
various eccentricities—such as easily frozen pipes, inadequate insulation, and sagging 
floors—could be seen as ultimately endearing, instead of as an abbreviated list of the 
endless inadequacies of a tiny house. That first summer she complained about the sun—it 
was up too much—and her frustrations had gradually become more focused since then. 
She blamed the cabin, now, for not having enough lights, for costing too much for what it 
was, and soon she would begin to blame me.
“Maybe three miles?” I mused. I didn’t really know—it might have been only one 
mile, but I still hadn’t learned to tell distances without buildings or mountains or 
waterfront around. That was the sort of thing about the remote north that gratified me 
when I wasn’t stuck in a slowly freezing car in the middle of nowhere. And even then, as
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I clutched her leg and peered around us, there was a part of me that was immediately 
grateful for the opportunity to suffer in that particular way.
“Okay then,” Joan muttered.
She got out of the car and a rush of cold replaced her. Stunned, I barely floated 
over the chivalrous urge to follow her. My hands started to burn with the outside, and 
before I could wonder what I was doing I turned the key again—lukewarm air churned 
around me as the engine turned faster than a hydraulic fucking machine. But did not fire.
I watched as her dark, perfectly shaped ass strode around back of the car. She had an arm 
tight across her chest, and another, gloveless, holding her bright phone up above her face. 
She was trying to hunch and to stand straight at the same time, so that she looked sort of 
like one of the twisted trees that surrounded us. The snow appeared to be holding onto 
each foot as she picked it up, and then resisting each foot as she put it down. Then her 
hair flailed in the slow-moving but dense wind and she jerked as if resisting the pressure 
of an invisible tide. There was a milky film that seemed smeared over the backdrop of 
stars, and for the first time I felt a frustration somewhat proportional to our straits. I sat 
up, suddenly awake. I reset myself in my seat and pressed the clutch down as hard as I 
could,
“Fucking love it. Say you love it baby. C’mon,” I murmured.
But when I turned the key—nothing.
The door opened and the freeze buffeted me all over again. Only an instant and 
then she was in with the door closed, but all the warmth seemed gone. I reached over to 
grab her around her shoulders, felt her muscles clench and unclench against me as her she
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flopped around without any control of herself. When I was young I walked in on my 
brother while he was high on heroin and meth—my shame was similar. The shame of a 
body being near a body that is failing.
“Your shoulder blades feel so sexy,” I reminded her.
“Shut the fuck up,” she stammered.
We decided it was too cold to try and walk, not when we didn’t know how far 
we’d have to go. It was embarrassing to admit, even to ourselves, that we hadn’t 
immersed ourselves fully enough into our new environment to even understand the route 
to where we lived.
“Just warm up, darling.”
“I can’t just warm up when you fucking tell me to warm up,” she murmured.
The car got colder, and feathery ice extended over all of the windows. We got into 
the back seat so that we could cuddle, and then we lay our collection of reusable 
shopping bags over our legs for extra insulation. Gradually, she lost her shakes. But the 
car continued to grow colder.
“I thought you loved your job,” she said out of the blue.
Her hair smelled like smoke and cedar, still, and it was possible she was still a 
little wet from the sweat house. I worried about her, not about myself, and realizing that 
made me proud of my own selflessness. I repositioned our bodies so that she was 
insulated between the seat-backs and my own body, so that I was the more exposed. It 
felt good to be the sufferer.
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“I do love my job,” I said after we’d once again settled. “But every day I’m better 
at doing something I can only do above the sixtieth parallel.”
“I thought you loved this place.”
“I do, honey. I do. But I’m young. And it’s one place.”
She snuggled up closer and made a happy noise. I kissed the top of her head.
“I should try it again, soon,” I said.
“Couldn’t it be flooded or something? Like the oxygen mixture? If so then the 
longer we wait the better,” she said.
I was surprised.
“You may be right.” And then a little later I admitted: “I think I was scared, but 
I’m feeling better now.”
She pulled away from me enough to lay a cold hand on my cheek.
“If I die first, you have my permission to eat me,” she said.
Ida’s cabin was even smaller than ours, one room with no running water and a 
sloppily made bed. Ida told us to leave our snowy shoes on while we were inside, 
otherwise our socks would get dirty on the particle board floor.
“I was going to clean before you two came over, but then I realized that would be 
kind of dishonest,” she said. “Michael will tell you, I have lots of realizations that allow 
me to be lazy or to feel okay about things I shouldn’t feel okay about.”
She was short with wide set shoulders and hips, huge breasts, high cheekbones 
and a thick black braid dangling down to the musical-instrument-like curve of her ass.
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Her eyes were gray and squinted permanently in an intellectual way. Her voice was 
gravelly.
“We brought couscous,” said Joan.
“And some beer,” I added.
Ida took the beer and the couscous to the table where she had set up a roast of 
moose meat and some carrot soup in tupperware that matched ours. We ate out of 
tupperware and spoke of the frozen north, a topic Joan digested as enthusiastically as she 
digested the meat cooked half as long as she liked.
“I came up here for six months,” said Ida, shrugging at the cabin that surrounded 
us. I think Joan may have been calmed by Ida’s gregarious sincerity, which mirrored the 
trappings of her cabin. Furniture that was made or found or that Ida probably couldn’t 
name the origins of, like it had grown the way it was organically. Rifles and hunting 
trophies and a dart board and “The Lady of Shalott” hanging on the dark, unevenly-lit 
walls.
“That’s what they all say,” said my wife with a laugh.
Ida opened a second bottle for us and told us the only thing she didn’t like about 
the north was that she studied it. Or rather, elements of her study, to do with the north, 
were distasteful to her.
“The software that mimics the taiga environment in the lab cost thousands of 
dollars and was put together by a team of geeks out of Raleigh North Carolina,” she said. 
“It feels dishonest.”
“It works,” I reminded her.
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“It wouldn’t be anymore useful if I did it right outside my door, but still.” She 
appeared disconsolate.
“You’re not going anywhere though, right?” I asked.
She glared at me.
“I could never leave this place. I’m unfit for anywhere else.”
My wife nodded. It felt as though we were discussing death.
“That worries me too, you know,” I admitted.
“He’s a commitment-phobe,” Ida confided across the table to my wife.
“What?” asked Joan, not understanding but always smiling.
“I'm not unfit for anywhere else. Yet,” I said more loudly.
“You’re not going anywhere, right away,” Ida insisted, the elbow of her wine 
hand perched conspiratorially on the edge of the table.
Joan watched me.
“Well...”
I looked between the women at the table and thought about myself as if I were not 
myself, as if I were a fourth person in the room who was not so deep into wine. But now I 
am that person, years distilled into the watcher of myself who again and again thinks he 
will understand the narrator of his story. Fool.
“I just don’t want to burn any bridges. Sometimes I feel I haven’t lived,” I said, 
speaking to both of them.
Ida nodded, looking pleased. My wife, for her part, appeared thoughtful. And we 
sat like that awhile, as if for the sake of my memories.
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“Did you shoot this moose?” I asked.
Ida took us back outside, and the way Joan turtled her head made me realize she 
didn’t care one fucking bit about Ida’s sauna. We walked down a path of packed snow 
about a hundred feet from her front door through a gathering of the skeletal black bodies 
of trees thin as pipe cleaners, in the early darkness, past Ida’s outhouse which was hung 
with a hundred bright and colorful hulahoops—gray and waiting for a reason to shatter in 
the dark cold.
“I never use it,” she explained as we approached the sauna. “I guess it would be 
fun to use it now, but I don’t have anywhere else to put the meat. Freezer’s full of fish.”
She opened the creaky door and gestured at the mound of black garbage bags 
barely visible within. Then she poked and prodded a few of them, opened one up and 
pulled out the moose’s head, which was like something from a frat-house horror film, 
frozen the way it was with its mouth hanging open and its eyes bulging and strands of 
solidified blood dangling from its stump.
“Do you eat its brain?” asked Joan.
“Some people do. Would you like to try?” Ida turned and lifted the head a little so 
that it faced my wife.
“No,” said Joan, shrinking away.
“Do you want it?” Ida asked me.
“Sure,” I said gamely and took it by its other ear, which felt like a cold, sticky 
rawhide bone.
“Lean it up against the wall. Joan, take these.”
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We took the head and the other distended bags of moose parts out of the sauna 
and piled them up against the sauna’s side. Because I was drunk and I wanted to impress 
Ida, I put the head on top of the pile and took the time to position it so that it seemed to 
be staring out into the forest. Then I felt around through the plastic until I found two of 
the legs, and pulled them halfway out so that they appeared to be arms and the lumpy 
black mass the moose’s body. It appeared to be waving for help.
Joan called the statue grotesque and Ida agreed with her. But the latter was 
smiling when she said it.
After she got the stove lit, Ida said it would take a while to heat up, and we could 
go back to her cabin to keep warm in the meantime but wouldn’t that just diminish the 
effect—so we stood outside in the freezing cold and looked up at the stars. Joan didn’t 
have gloves so I gave her mine.
“I wish the northern lights were out,” my wife said through chattering teeth.
“Secretly I’m depressed by the northern lights,” I admitted. “But I do love them.”
“That’s sort of difficult to make sense of,” said Ida.
“He enjoys being that way. Have you noticed?” asked my wife.
“I have.”
“They make me feel like nothing means anything anymore,” I continued. “I hear 
Brian Eno’s airport soundtrack album thing whenever I see them. The stars are different. 
The stars cheer me up.”
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When the sauna was finally hot enough, we stepped inside and it was like entering 
a pitch-black, preheated oven. Ida felt along the walls for a hook she said she thought she 
remembered, and I snatched Joan’s hand after she removed my glove.
“I love you,” I whispered in her ear, and kissed her.
The oil lamp hissed into life, and Ida began removing her clothes. My wife 
handed my gloves to me and began doing the same, not exchanging a word, not even a 
glance with me. I felt like some other guy, if he were spying on us, would be gloriously 
mistaken.
“You shouldn’t.” Ida pointed at the beer I pulled out of my coat pocket.
“Oh, could you get us some water?” asked Joan, pulling her blouse over her head 
and then curling her bare torso covetously around the black stove. “God that feels good,” 
she said. Ida, turned mostly away from me, had a finger crooked in a bunch of jean pant 
leg that had collected at her ankle, the apple colored flesh of her thigh contrasting 
strongly against her green panties. All their clothes piled in the corner of the room rose to 
my knee, and kept rising.
I walked to her cabin alone to get water for us. I knew I’d seen two water bottles 
nestled among the spices on the spice rack. As I filled them, I felt around myself 
temporally for assurance that I wasn’t merely dreaming, then I chided myself for being 
silly. There was some danger that they were talking while I wasn’t there, but then what 
was there to talk about? Ida’s cabin was what I’d expected it would be—haphazard, 
functional, smelling of her more strongly than most living spaces smelled of their tenants. 
I went to her bed and then stopped myself before I did something unnecessarily creepy. A
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part of myself, nearly entirely drowned by excitement, was utterly disgusted by the state 
of the place.
When I returned to the sauna, the girls had each taken one of the two available 
bunks, which were really just wooden shelves jutting out of the far wall, my wife on top.
I set Ida’s water on the floor next to her bunk. She was on her stomach, her arms swept 
back parallel to her naked body in the manner of someone awaiting a massage. She’d 
retained her green panties, which seemed far less thrilling suddenly.
“I set your water next to your bunk,” I told her.
“Okay,” she replied without looking up.
I stared a second longer, then I climbed up to my wife.
“Are you still dressed?” she asked me.
“Oh. Shit. Anyway, here’s our water.”
I got down and undressed, feeling acute embarrassment for some reason. My 
clothes clung to me, I was already sweating, and the process seemed infinitely prolonged. 
I avoided looking at the girls. I wanted, actually, to return outside where I could walk 
alone in the cold. In only my underwear, I stepped gingerly onto Ida’s shelf and put my 
hands on the edge of my wife’s. And, just as I was bracing to lift myself up, the foot that 
was still on the floor pivoted and I felt something sticky and hot smear between it and the 
floor. The sensation stopped me. I hung suspended from the side of the bunks, one foot 
on Ida’s and two hands on Joan’s.
Then there was movement. Ida rolled onto her back and propped herself up on her 
elbows, her breasts lolling freckled globes of skin and hot volume. She stared at me, her
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eyes catching light from the lantern behind me, and then lifted one hand to cup a breast. 
She watched me watch her massage her breast, and then pinch her nipple. I felt like I was 
stretched over a pit and I couldn’t help looking down. She smiled with one side of her 
mouth and licked her fingertips.
“Michael?” called my wife.
“I think I stepped in some moose blood,” I said out loud.
I had no idea what to convey, nor how to convey it, but Ida didn’t need a reply. 
We agreed on something, somehow, and then I hoisted myself up to lie next to my wife. 
She was on her side, propping her head on one hand.
“You feeling better?” I asked.
She nodded, smiling dreamily.
“You?” she asked.
“Great.”
I lay on my back and she draped her arm over me, her hand coming to rest on the 
front of my underwear.
“Oh,” she exclaimed in a whisper.
“I’m going to take a nap,” Ida called up from below. The wood around us creaked 
as she situated herself. I could imagine all the individual scenes of her relaxing. The 
hissing of the lantern made every sound seem half-imagined.
“I can take care of this,” Joan whispered in my ear, slipping her hand underneath 
my waistband.
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We grew more heroic the colder we became. Assured each other of our love, and 
talked about the house we would have someday in Hawaii. We joked about how 
impossible it was to warm our hands. Once, just once, Ida came up in conversation. It 
was me, joking about the mess she lived in.
“She’s going to be a hoarder,” I insisted. “Someday she’s going to be on that
show.”
I’d decided, once and for all, that it would be fine if we died. We seemed to be 
drifting in and out of mutual sleep and dreaming, that I narrated to help her to relax. The 
ceiling of the car became purple with the light of many cell phones and with the special 
inner light of lingerie. I felt like a boy again on the bottom bunk, feeling for the tiniest 
shudders in the bed frame and watching the mattress above me, all the while wondering 
what it meant—that there were two people up there. Joan took these dreams quietly. I 
hope that she was listening, that she wasn’t sleeping too deeply.
“When we’re more financially secure, and when we’re living in a place that’s not 
trying to fucking kill us every time we go outside, I’d like to build us a house. I want it to 
have three decks, one in back, one in front, and one for the master bedroom. Each will 
have its own hammock and barbecue. It doesn’t have to be a big house, but I would like 
for it to be tall. I want a sense of loneliness, when you and the kids are on the bottom 
floor and I’m alone on the top. Maybe four stories. From the master bedroom’s deck, I 
would like to not see land that doesn’t belong to me. Perhaps this makes waterfront 
actually more economically feasible than farmland—I don’t know. But I do want to grow 
things. I don’t want to have to buy anything to survive. This means fruit and vegetables,
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chickens and cows, maybe a goat. Solar cells on the rooftop. A wind turbine on the grain 
silo. So long as what we have is isolated, is its own thing, is definite. So that the sun rises 
and sets on it. This is strange—hear me say this. I’m liberal, Joan, you know I’m fucking 
liberal...but I want to be a king. I want to own things and to rule people. I want to press 
my body into time. I want to be the king. I want to have a river winding through my god 
damn back yard. I want the banks of that river lined with cat tails—like the ones from the 
banks of when I was a little boy. Because I’m a man and I command it. Because I’m 
supposed to have people who serve me. A fucking king. Hah! A fuck-king! ’
When I first noticed the headlights piercing the darkness of the car, I wondered if 
they were part of the dream. Then, when I realized that they were real, I felt exposed to 
myself and strangely depressed. I couldn’t decide how long we’d lain there, nor what 
either of us had really been doing, seeing or saying for that period of time. Joan stirred 
and wiped her eyes and then muttered,
“Oh thank god.”
I sat up and opened the car door. I was moving fast because I felt vulnerable and 
that I should be at least standing to defend myself. Joan lay back down and picked her 
nose. It was as cold outside as it was inside.
“Wait in there, baby,” I told her.
“Okay,” she mumbled. And, “Fucking thank god oh thank god thank god.” 
“Hello?” I called into the headlights. I hadn’t heard a door open or close, couldn’t 
know for sure how long the car had been sitting there. In a flash of panic, I realized the 
thing was really an alien spaceship, come to abduct some stranded couple in an effort to
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study the sexual relationships of human beings. But then I calmed down. I saw that there 
were two points of light and that they were of appropriate height for a truck or van. I saw 
the glint of a grill between them. I was just being paranoid, thinking evil thoughts for no 
reason. And as I calmed down, I returned to the more natural, more truthful, more 
despairing permanence of uncertainty.
16
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The Moon was for Witches
“Considering the terrible news out of Seattle, yesterday,” Mr. Paulson began, “I 
thought we might, instead of our regular service, do something for the victims. Does that 
sound all right?”
We sat in a circle of steel folding chairs in a featureless gray room that Mr. 
Paulson rented on weekends, part of the old Civic Center. Everything was always as we 
left it except for the occasional, small hint that the space was not ours exclusively. During 
the week it belonged to various name-your-addiction Anonymous groups, and the 
members sometimes left their achievement buttons behind. As you should understand, or 
not, abandonment reversed the positive energy of the things and made them utterly 
depressing, colorful little discs of failure.
I kept a collection of the things at home.
“Well, I’ve written down a list here of all those people who’ve passed away or are 
in critical condition,” continued Mr. Paulson, his soft voice pitched so modestly it was 
almost inaudible except that we were such a small group. “It’s as we’ve done before. I’ll 
read the first name on the list, and then everyone can say together, God be with you. Then 
I’ll hand the list off to my left, to Janee, and she’ll read the next name, and we’ll all say 
God be with you together again, and so on. You got it? That’s great.”
For service Mr. Paulson wore worn-out jeans, brown topsiders, and a bolo tie 
securing one of his many plaid shirts. I don’t think he was ordained, or had any of 
whatever certifications are required, usually, of a minister. I suspected that this was only
a Sunday gig for him, and that during the week he was one of those especially receptive 
IT customer service reps, the rare ones who make you proud to have bought into a faulty 
brand because the guy who took the call was so nice. He had the demeanor, the voice, the 
rounded features of a true believer. I despised, envied, and wished to impress him all at 
once.
“Peter Beeble,” he read.
“God be with you,” the rest of us intoned.
He then passed the list to his wife, Janee, a terrifyingly skinny woman with an 
unconvincing smile that cut her diamond shaped face from cheekbone to cheekbone, the 
nose above it as sharp as a paring knife. As a couple they contrasted jarringly, because he 
was always slightly unkempt and talking, and she was always perfectly dressed and 
silent. I thought she may be a burned out former prom queen, or at least that she had an 
achievement button collection of her own.
She stared at the list blankly for a moment before she read the next name in her 
reedy, uncertain voice.
“Alexander Sobidov.”
“God be with you.”
Muttering the words of the response under my breath, I wished I’d paid more 
attention to the news over the weekend so that I would have some idea of how many 
people were on that list. If it was a bomb, then I could expect twice as many injured as 
dead, total casualties numbering anywhere from twenty to two hundred. If it was a 
shooting there would be more deaths than injuries and not too many of either, maybe
18
twenty names total. The footage would be different, too. There was always aerial footage 
of bombings. Coverage of any shooting usually required static, washed-out shots of 
empty hallways and stairwells. I wanted to be home absorbing those images, not at 
church trying to connect with strangers who in many cases no longer existed, all through 
the imperfect pronunciation of their names.
What was in a name? I didn’t like mine. I felt it had nothing to do with me. 
Someone mourning me, knowing only my name, would be mourning the wrong fucking
guy.
When the list of victims got around to my mother, who wasn’t sitting next to me 
but rather six or seven seats away, she took a breath and hesitated. She wore her gray hair 
chopped close to her cube-shaped head like she was a soldier, god’s soldier, and a black 
turtleneck and black pants with gold jewelry dangling from her neck and ears.
“When I heard about the tragedy I was making coffee in the morning,” she said, 
finally. “I heard the announcement on the radio, and I thought it was strange that the 
correspondent called the thing a massacre. An odd word, I thought. It isn’t used much 
anymore. We don’t see massacres so often, these days, or at least we don’t talk about 
them. Something about the word massacre made me think about tragedy in a new way, a 
way that distracted me from what I was doing, so that I accidentally poured some of the 
coffee over my hand. It wasn’t that hot, but I started to cry anyway—and you all in this 
room know, I don’t cry very often—and then while I was crying, I started to pray to God 
for forgiveness. That was the first thing I asked for and I don’t know why. All those 
people dead and needing praying for, and here I was asking forgiveness for myself.”
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And then she paused, blinking. Mr. Paulson nodded approvingly. The whole 
congregation was caught up as if in a spell.
“Peter Saskatanny,” read my mother.
“God be with you,” the rest of us intoned.
It was of course like a landslide after that. Now everyone felt the need to share 
their personal stories of where they were when they heard about the tragedy, and the rest 
of us listened as if we were honored to bear witness, or were obligated by God, perhaps, 
to bear witness. The stories got longer and more diaphanous the further clockwise the 
teller was from my mother. One man babbled dumbly about the chaos of his 
neighborhood Laundromat, where he’d heard the news of the tragedy being discussed by 
two solemn Mexican maids.
“They were probably illegal immigrants,” he added absently, shaking his Napa 
capped frown, and a few people shook theirs along with him as if these women’s 
citizenship mattered at all.
As one story after another unfolded, my mother leaned so far forward to listen 
that she was almost falling off her chair. She smiled encouragingly whenever a teller 
faltered and nodded her head sagely whenever a teller asked a rhetorical question, which 
oftentimes seemed actually to be the disguised question, do you really want me to go on?
Before my father passed, she’d never even asked that we prayed before we ate. 
Now here she was, an active engine of religious delusion. Your stories are prayers, her 
smiles said. She had her humility to be proud of, now that dad was gone, and the end of 
the world to look forward to.
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Massacre, I remember thinking, we could be here forever. Massacre, the word 
both humorous and unsettling.
When the list came to me almost all the eyes in the room followed it. People 
watched from where they sat, holding faith between them like it was a canvas trampoline 
that each of us was to take a turn on while the rest held tight. It was my turn, but I felt 
irreparably absent from whatever plane of existence they found themselves enjoying, the 
things they saw and pointed out to one another invisible to me. Who were we? We wore 
plaid and khakis or jeans, brightly colored sun dresses and, two of the older women, big 
wicker hats. It made me sad sometimes that we weren’t really all that cultish—at least 
then we would be interesting. I hadn’t even bothered to remember most of their names, 
and I’d spent a couple hours every week in their company for years.
“Is his name on here?” I asked them.
“Whose?” asked Mr. Paulson.
“The killer’s.”
I caught a few pairs of eyes rolling. My mother sat forward and glared. Mr. 
Paulson smiled kindly, because of course he saw something like this coming from me.
“No it isn’t,” he said.
“Isn’t it the Christian thing to do?” I asked.
“Bryce,” my mother warned.
“It’s all right, Ellen,” said Mr. Paulson. “It’s a good question.”
When I met my mother’s eyes, I shrugged.
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“We must always pray honestly,” Mr. Paulson said to me. “I see what you mean, 
is what I mean. Or maybe I should ask a question. Yes, I should ask a question. Do you 
honestly feel the need to pray for the killer, Bryce? I would really respect that, actually. It 
would be very difficult for me, but that doesn’t mean it would be wrong. Everybody has a 
right to be prayed for, and everybody has a right to pray for whatever or whomever they 
choose. As long as it is honest.”
The kind man gestured minimally, his hands barely leaving his lap, his facial 
expression always a variation of the same doughy Mister Rogers theme. He was a man 
who lived contentedly in his own imaginary box, more affecting than any magical trick or 
pantomime because it was truth, a man whose desires aligned perfectly with his 
principles. We might as well marvel at a rainbow and then decide that we should be 
rainbows.
Next to him his daughter glared at me. She was fourteen, quiet, smiled whenever 
her father looked at her but otherwise glared at the carpet with silent fervor that must be 
her default expression or resultant from either her disdain for her father’s church or her 
own zeal channeled safely toward the inanimate. Slight, blond, green eyes, thin lips and 
fine features. I found myself staring at her boyish butt more often than her slightly less 
androgynous chest. There was something about the way her narrow stem divided into 
thighs that were, each by itself, as thick as what they divided. She was sexy for being in 
the middle of her development, chaste, inaccessible, and possessed of the meanest damn 
glare I’d ever seen directed in any direction, never before at me.
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“Well nature versus nurture, right?” I blurted. “And either way, how responsible 
is he for himself? I mean, he’s sick, right?” I glanced around the circle to see my fellow 
parishioners not looking back at me, trying to be patient and therefore uninvolved, 
frustrated, bored, resigned to my childishness perhaps.
“Go on,” prompted Mr. Paulson.
“If he was born that way—or if he was raised screwed up,” I continued. “I’m not 
saying he’s as much of a victim, but he is a victim of something. Bad childhood. Broken 
home. Broken brain.”
“People come out of broken homes just fine,” my mother croaked, her hand over 
the upper half of her face, shaking her head. That same expression bobbles queerly over 
contradictory points in my life—when my father told too many puns in a row at dinner 
and she meant to hide grin crinkles; at my father’s service when she meant to hide tears; 
that moment in church and others even years later when I expect her eyes probably didn’t 
show very much at all, our history of dysfunction become so rich with context that every 
trespass pulled a thousand opposing emotional levers. At some point she forgot how to 
consistently react to my bull-shit. Sometimes, when I upset her, she would even begin to 
laugh uncontrollably.
“Ellen, please.” Mr. Paulson put his hand up. “What are you trying to do, Bryce?”
“I want to hear what you guys think. I want to talk about this,” I replied, 
conscious of my earnestness. Suddenly I couldn’t tell if I was being disruptive or not. 
Perhaps I had decided to be sincere in order to throw my mother off. All my life I’ve felt 
this distance between myself and my expression, so that it seems impossible to recognize
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my own honesty. I was angry and I didn’t want to be there and I didn’t know anything 
about what had happened, so in a way I was definitely bull-shitting, but I was also 
curious and, for some reason, desperate. My heart beat hard in my chest, and I could hear 
the blood pulsing through my brain.
“This is why we sit in a circle, Bryce, so that we can discuss.”
“That’s what I’m doing!” I snapped.
One of the mothers across from me breathed a sigh of exasperation and rubbed 
her nose viciously, like she wanted to erase the thing.
Mr. Paulson smiled at her.
“Please. Whenever any of us needs to talk that’s why we’re here.” He returned his 
attention to me. “You feel he wasn’t responsible for what he did?”
The woman who’d sighed sat forward and watched me, looking embarrassed for 
having demanded Mr. Paulson’s attention. My mother, too, lowered her hand a little to 
see, and then very suddenly I was conscious of how much I didn’t know. Not just about 
the killer, who he was, what he’d done, how he’d done it, or how many he’d done it to. 
No, the problem had to do with how little I knew about morality in general, what these 
other people assumed like the very expressions on their faces. Solid points of reference, 
truth, that persisted only in making me angry. The sense that we didn’t speak the same 
language, that we were from different times and different worlds, that I was too smart for 
my own environment, like a lawyer trying to survive in the jungle with a three-piece suit 
and a briefcase. Too smart to be right, maybe. It was as if I almost remembered 
something, like extra bones in my body that didn’t exist anymore, a memory which made
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me hesitate long enough, sometimes, for the fidelity of my feeling to obscure itself, so 
that in the end I couldn’t say what I knew for brief moments to be true, which was that I 
envied them.
“It just feels dishonest somehow,” I stammered, “to think anyone’s responsible 
for anything. Does that make sense? I’m sorry. I really didn’t want to waste anyone’s 
time.”
“You’re not wasting any time, Bryce,” Mr. Paulson consoled me.
“Isn’t time precious?” I quoted him simultaneously sheepish and sarcastic.
He grinned, and it was as if all the tension in the room was absorbed by his simple 
gesture of appreciation.
“Yes, but we all have to share it. There’s only a little left”—he gestured in the 
direction of the whiteboard, where The Date had to be restored every Sunday because the 
other groups who used the room found its presence hindered the progression of program 
participants—“and we have to make it count for everyone. In a way, we make time 
matter by sitting right here and talking through our faith. I know you are here, Bryce, 
mostly because of your mother. But that’s all right, because you’re an open-minded 
fellow and I know you have the Spirit of the Lord in you. It’s good for you. You feel it, 
right?”
I nodded, the muscles in my body relaxing. I saw that my mother was smiling at 
me and that made me feel better as well.
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“We can’t plan for It,” Mr. Paulson continued. “But we can prepare our own 
souls, and help those around us to prepare theirs. Otherwise, what little time we have is 
useless. Does that help, Bryce?”
“Yes. Thank you.”
“Do you have any more questions?”
“No.”
When I finally bothered looking at the list I was stunned by how long it was. Mr. 
Paulson had typed the thing, small font, to make all of the names fit on one sheet of 
paper. I turned it over and the names continued, my stomach dropping. I felt silly and 
naive, for thinking the killer should be included among this list of his victims.
“Brianna Cal,” I read aloud, tasting the words for the weight of the person who 
once bore them as a name, trying to sense some genuine remorse deep within me that 
responded to the death of the actual person, not merely the picture I generated in my 
mind. It was witchcraft, the essence of a thing carried in the vessel of its true name— 
because I worried I might be capable of not caring, caring for a falsity, or caring for the 
wrong reasons. And I did feel something, way down in the pit of my stomach. A twinge, 
a pang of hurt that was physical but wasn’t. Except I couldn’t help my skepticism, I 
couldn’t let myself trust that I hadn’t created the sensation out of my desire for it to exist. 
That would be a kind of witchcraft of its own, the witchcraft of fooling myself that I 
wasn’t utterly detached and alone.
“God be with you.”
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After I passed the list on, I folded my body and peered down at the gray carpet 
between my feet, not even muttering the response anymore. That was when I noticed a 
green button by my heel that I’d missed when I sat down. I picked it up and turned it in 
the space between my knees, in front of my face. Just from its color I knew it was a six- 
monther, one of the more common buttons.
See, I didn’t only collect them. With software I’d programmed specifically for 
this purpose, I made tables and graphs from such data as the locations of the buttons 
when I found them, whether they looked worn or new, and, of course, how many days, 
weeks, months, or even years of sobriety they signified. That last graph was my favorite, 
because the pattern it revealed was the most interesting. While in general I found more 
day buttons than week buttons, more week buttons than month buttons, and more month 
buttons than year buttons, there was a rise in amount recovered between eight months and 
thirteen months that jutted like a cinder cone up out of the main graph body. When I 
restructured the graph as a measure of scarcity, the cinder cone became a pit.
I could see it. I had basically proved it. As addicts neared and then passed one 
year of sobriety, a great deal of them fell off the wagon. Or at least became more careless 
with their buttons.
In general, though, I found fewer and fewer buttons the more years they signified. 
I never found anything more dramatic than a single four-year button, and when I plugged 
in all the information the graph remained consistent with itself. I could even draw a 
descending line, from the thirty-seven one-day buttons through the single four-year 
button, bridging the pit, to find the average span of years necessary for addicts to go from
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recovery to recovered. It was halfway between five and six years. I remember when I 
made that discovery, after I lifted the ruler off the spreadsheet I’d printed and blew off all 
of the offending eraser particles, I was intensely proud of myself and also filled with 
hope.
Six years didn’t seem that long, when it was possible to be recovered.
“Johnny Noe.”
“God be with you.”
“Ahmed Khousef.”
“God be with you.”
“David Stoutemire.”
“God be with you.”
How did he kill all these people? Was it a bomb? A sack full of guns? I tried to 
imagine, drawing from the faces of the people around me, the thin references to him, and 
even the names of the people he’d killed. Who was he? That’s what mattered most. That 
defined all the rest. I saw a college and a long-haired, pale student lashing out against 
bullies and teachers who he mistook for the engines of his despair.
“Robert Bligh.”
I jerked my head up because no one responded to the call of the name, because I 
thought maybe they had all been watching me hide my face and had conspired to be silent 
this once to make me hear my own, blaspheming silence fill the room. I almost blurted it 
out, because I did—I wanted desperately to belong with them.
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But then I saw that, instead of at me, everyone was staring at the skinny blond girl 
sitting to the right of Mr. Paulson. Alicia. His daughter.
He was staring at her as well, with an expression that seemed to disagree with 
itself, his lip curling up into a sneer but the corners of his mouth and his eyes still smiling 
somehow.
Janeen had her hand on her husband’s back, and she was jutting her lower jaw.
Most everyone else, including my mother, stared without expression at the girl.
But Alicia didn’t look back at any of them. She didn’t appear interested in what 
she’d done to get their attention, only my attention mattered. After I looked up, 
discovered where everyone was looking and followed their gaze, what I found was Alicia 
Paulson staring back at me. Her narrow, long face and glittering eyes, one hand tearing at 
the fingernails of the other hand in her lap, one bare leg crossed over the other.
* * *
I run when I don’t have to, and when I get to where I’m going I’m there early, I’m 
tired, I’m huffing and puffing and making people near me nervous. It’s been like this for 
as long as I remember, or that’s what I tell people, but I don’t mean that I was running 
needlessly when I was a kid. I just mean that I’ve been running from place to place ever 
since I moved to the city, ever since I have become this person that I am now, and maybe 
it is a peculiarity of my own psychology but I don’t remember anything from before, not 
as other people seem to remember their own pasts, anyway. I feel, rather, that years ago I
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crammed a brief, misleading summary of my own childhood the night before I was going 
to be tested on it. I feel like whenever I tell a story from my youth I can’t be certain I’m 
not thinking about somebody else’s youth, or that I’m mixing up the characters in a story 
that was read to me in my first bed.
Eventually, my mother didn’t have very much she could say. She spoke 
physically, with her hand on my hand in my lap, and it was up to me to fill the air with 
sounds other than the hissing and tapping tubes that jangled in the air above and around 
her, like suspended cellophane noodles. Her hand didn’t have a large vocabulary. I lifted 
my phone so that she could see it, and then I lifted her hand so that she could type upon 
its glowing screen, and then I waited with both of my hands full, her tissue-paper fingers 
delicately curled just an inch off of language, and I begged her to tell me something, 
anything. But it was difficult for her. Her eyes weren’t very good, her mind was going. I 
could see her squinting—to think, to see—before her fingers moved. She typed an L, and 
then she deleted it. Then finally she managed to type No, and I felt her arm relax. I 
dropped it back down to my lap, disappointed but still smiling.
“I have your favorite movie,” I told her, pulling the disc out of my bag and 
holding it in front of her face. “Belle’s sorry she couldn’t come. I have some potpourri 
she made the other day. For your room, because she remembered you said it smelled like 
the last person who stayed here. Do you want to smell it?”
I kneaded the mesh bag in the air just above her nose, the smell of spices filling 
the room. This was the sensation that was left to her. Her eyes closed and then after a 
while I closed mine, feeling the dry, marble-sized objects within the bag crackle between
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my fingertips. The smell wasn’t just flowers and spice. I couldn’t identify what else was 
there but likely that just meant I was a typical man. Still, I had a nagging, irrational fear 
that Belle might’ve put something inappropriate in the bag. Maybe there was a smell that 
women were culturally or genetically refined for detecting that men were unfamiliar with, 
a smell that was also an insult, a beacon: this thing is just an inch off your nose. You’re 
smelling it. Fuck you.
But, though Belle and my mother had never gotten along, it was unlike my wife to 
even insult Ellen behind her back, much less taunt her with odors I was obviously 
imagining. It’s just that when Belle handed me the bag and told me what it was and who 
she meant it for, it was a revelation that she even knew how to make potpourri. I thought 
potpourri-making might even be one of those skills that was nearly extinct. Or maybe all 
women knew how to make potpourri. I never looked into it. “Hold it over her nose, so she 
can really smell it,” Belle had said. “Yeah. Good idea,” I replied in a daze. I grabbed the 
potpourri and then I was on the highway to see my mother. So I was worried and I never 
did remember if I thanked Belle for what she’d done—I worried she was beginning to 
figure out that I didn’t love her anymore. Wouldn’t that be reason enough to insult my 
mother with some aromatic, gender-specific insult?
No. The causality was all jumbled, the reasons didn’t make sense. I was growing 
paranoid, those days.
I pulled the bag away and set it on the nightstand beside the bed, turning to regard 
the paintings of Christ that adorned almost every square inch of wall space. When she 
was healthy enough to do so, the demands my mother made from her room were
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elaborate and perhaps intentionally cruel. For instance the list of paintings she wanted 
from home, which turned out to contain more paintings than would fit in her room, so I 
put up what I could and left the rest in a stack in the closet. However, after a few days my 
mother requested that I take down some of the paintings that were up and put up some of 
the paintings that were down, which I did. Then a few days after that she made the same 
request, but just as I was lifting a painting off of the hook she stopped me.
“No. Take down the ones that have been up the whole time. Put up the ones that 
haven’t been up yet.”
She could sit up on her own, still, and her voice was strong enough that I could 
hear it on the other side of the room. The doctors marveled. Her body was more cancer 
than Ellen-original, and yet she still moved around, still cursed and blessed and 
condescended. They’d stopped projecting dates for her decline since she’d sailed past 
even the most generous estimates for her death.
Her hair was wispy and thin but she still kept it hacked tight along her scalp, 
which was sort of always barely visible now, like the crater-ridden body of a pale comet 
obscured by its glowing coma. Her face had thinned and fallen considerably from her 
eyes, which were still the fixed points of her being, defying the gravity of age with the 
same insistence that they denied me, most times, any confidence.
“I don’t remember which ones I put up last week,” I told her, vaguely aware of 
where things were going but unable to put up a firm refusal.
“Well that one’s definitely one of them. Leave it alone.”
I pointed at the next Jesus.
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“What about this one?”
“That one’s fine. Now bring the stack over here so you don’t go all through 
putting up the wrong paintings, when there’s some in there that haven’t seen this place at 
all.”
As the weeks progressed from that point, it became clear that a painting was only 
supposed to be up for two weeks maximum before my mother wanted it cycled out. 
Before the month was over I’d constructed an order for the paintings to be hung and 
taken down in, that allowed for each painting to be up for an equal number of days before 
it was replaced by one of the paintings that was stacked on the floor. I continued the work 
even after she lost the ability to be heard across the room, even when she couldn’t lift her 
head to see. Belle thought it was crazy; she didn’t say anything but that’s what she 
thought. I thought I understood my mother, actually. It seemed like something I would’ve 
cared about as a child. I used to cycle the toys in and out of my toy chest, so that I didn’t 
neglect any of them or forget they existed. And these were Jesuses, none of them better 
than the other except in inconsequential measures of craftsmanship, because the subject 
utterly transcended all attempts at depiction. These were what my mother collected. We 
were both collectors. In her last days she wanted to give them all the equal, attentive 
respect that they had received when she was still living at home.
But maybe that was only what I thought because it was what pleased me about 
moving the paintings. My whole life I’d known we were very different from each other, 
my mother and I. For instance, she always expected the world’s end to come before her 
own.
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Maybe she looked up from her bed and dreamed that Jesus stepped out of one of 
the paintings, like it was a doorway. The Doorway. Maybe she didn’t want to give Jesus 
an excuse to miss the date he was supposed to return, several times predicted during my 
mother’s lifetime but always predicted incorrectly. If one of those paintings was The 
Doorway, then they all needed to be up as much as possible. I’m sure she prayed for him 
to come. She would rather the world die first because otherwise what had she been living 
for without my father for so long? What had any of us been living for—me, standing 
above her withered body watching her Christ figures for her, no human footprint on 
Mars, no moon base even, no cure for cancer obviously, or nanotech immortality either; 
no pandemics or plagues, no zombie apocalypse or religious apocalypse or Jesus or 
Adversary.
Just a dying, semi-estranged mother, the only past that linked us unclear to me in 
a profound and crippling way.
“Thank Belle for me,” my mother managed with the phone, and then she was 
done, and of course I forgot to relay the message until months had gone by arbitrarily.
She never got the opportunity to thank Belle herself, as I assured her she would. She grew 
tired and then died, as if a magical spell had been cast upon her. Dissolving, body and 
soul, the points that held her to this world finally slipping off their mounts. Not an end, 
nor an education, except that I think about it now and then.
“What else do you think about, now and then?” Belle asked me, after she 
apologized grudgingly for seeming to hate my mother, and then thanked me for relaying 
my mother’s final message to her.
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“You did hate her. It’s all right, so did I,” I told my wife.
“This is something you do that upsets me. This, right here. What you’re doing 
now.” She pointed her finger at the carpet.
We were in our den on the couch, the sheets from the previous night balled up 
like guilty feelings beside me. For some reason I’d begun sleeping there while she was 
still sleeping in our bed—maybe this conversation was about trying to figure out why, or 
maybe it was an attempt to distract ourselves from the actual reason by telling ourselves 
it was a different reason entirely, something pleasingly if not actually Freudian.
“I apologize. I’m as frustrated as you are,” I said, trying to put a maudlin smile on 
everything.
The problem was no longer my missing feelings—those had since returned 
sometime after my mother died. I loved her again, my Belle. It had been right of me to 
persist in our relationship without ever telling her what was happening, because 
eventually my feelings rematerialized as mysteriously as they had vanished. The new 
problem was still new, though, and still beneath what was so far apparent—we were 
having less sex, and we were no longer sleeping together. She must have asked me why, 
but I don’t remember the question ever being voiced. It was as simple as me beginning to 
find myself in the den at night, stretched out on the couch and falling asleep, and then this 
conversation happening. It may have only been a few nights.
“I don’t think about much. I don’t even think about my mom all that often. Maybe 
I should be thinking more,” I mused.
“Do you dream? I mean, do you remember your dreams?” Belle asked.
35
“Rarely. Maybe that’s why I’ve been sleeping here. Because I dream less.”
“Really?”
“No. I mean I feel like it could be, if I decided dreams were really the problem. 
Because the problem is just so indefinite I can actually play a part in deciding what it is. 
It’s that deep. It’s underneath everything, even what’s real. It’s almost spiritual, like the 
desire to confess—except I have nothing to confess.”
“Sounds like a UTI,” murmured Belle
“I’m sorry?”
“A urinary tract infection. You have a urinary tract infection of the soul.”
“I’ve always wondered, even felt a little left out. Don’t all women get urinary 
tract infections? Every vagina is like the United States of infection—a melting pot for 
immigrant STDs.”
She laughed, and for a moment I felt better, but telling a joke like that in a 
situation like that is akin to building a storm shelter during a storm. A storm, in its purest 
form, that is silence, and when a joke of that sort gets sucked into silence we’re 
compelled to follow the joke’s trajectory a little ways in. That’s why uncomfortable quiet 
always follows the telling of those jokes, no matter how successful they are at dredging 
up a laugh. Those jokes don’t ever overcome the silence, they merely stave it off for a 
short while.
“I love you,” I said.
“I love you too,” she replied. But she didn’t sound convincing enough for me. In a 
millisecond, I found myself tired of her presence. I wanted to read by myself in the den
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until I passed out, ignoring the sounds of my wife preparing for bed—her footsteps, water 
running in the upstairs bathroom, the creaking of random floorboards that I could blame 
on her. Any hint that she was around I remember despising. But I still loved her. I did.
So I told her about my senior year in high school when I killed my mother’s cat.
“I shot him,” I said, cocking my thumb and closing one eye and shooting the lock 
on the door.
Belle started crying, and I made no move to comfort her. Our relationship could 
sustain a momentary failure of my empathy, or if it couldn’t it wasn’t my lack of empathy 
that would be to blame. I just wanted her to leave me alone for one more night.
But she didn’t.
“I never thought you’d done anything like that,” she said finally, a frog in her 
throat. She blew into the tissue I retrieved from the end table and then smeared the 
delicate balance of makeup out of her red eyes.
“I used to hate myself for it. I guess I think about that too, every now and then,” I
mused.
She lifted herself over the pillow that was between us and sat on my lap, draping 
her arms around me and pressing her forehead against mine.
“Well you can’t feel guilty for something like that. You were only a kid,” she
said.
“It’s not something that bothers me too much. It’s all right. It’s not what’s wrong 
right now. That would be absurd. I just remembered it is all. Sometimes I do remember 
things.”
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“What was the cat’s name?”
“Eoban. Saint Eoban. I just called him Ob.”
She shut her eyes.
“Was it because of that church cult thing? Was that why the kitty had to die?”
I stood up and she fell onto her back in the cushions.
“There wasn’t any reason for it. I was just a stupid, frustrated kid. I was lonely 
and I took it out on the cat. That’s all.”
“You shouldn’t be so hard on yourself.”
“I’m not.”
“Did it die quickly?”
I thought about it, played the scene over in my mind. It was easy to do this. All 
the emotion was Belle’s, and she couldn’t even see it—I know absolutely that she 
couldn’t see what happened to that cat whatsoever. She couldn’t see what kind of cat it 
was, she couldn’t hear the sounds it made while it struggled to crawl to safety. Where 
would it go? What was it thinking? It could barely breathe but it was screaming.
“No it died pretty badly,” I said, and she started to cry again.
“That’s so horrible. Did your mother ever find out?”
I shook my head. “She thought it ran away.”
“And you didn’t have a reason for doing it? You just did it?”
It was incorrect, whatever lay in the balance awaiting my answer. I suppose it was 
mostly just my wife’s lifelong perception of me. I didn’t think that she would leave me; 
that’s not what was encouraging me to wait while the truth twisted out of round in my
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mind. It was her presence itself, and it could have been any presence. The falseness of it, 
her understanding of what happened, no matter how much detail I gave her. I decided I 
wanted a faceless, mindless cache into which I could feed my story, just so the story 
could be rendered as pure information, uncompressed by people trying to understand it or 
even call it a confession or something else it was not, to make meaning from what should 
remain meaningless.
I shrugged.
“It just happened.”
Belle stood up and held me. We slept together that night, but in the morning I 
found that I didn’t love her all over again.
* * *
Saint Eoban used to watch me from atop my ancient, cathode ray tube computer 
monitor. The screen was gunky and opaque from a decade of fingertips, uncovered 
sneezes, and Saint Eoban’s paws, the prints of which could be seen—oily pads 
overlapping oily pads—dispersed in a half-circle from the top center of the screen out 
toward its periphery. I would shake the cursor underneath him and his paw would shoot 
out to snatch it. It wasn’t that he believed he could catch the little black arrow—It never 
confused him when I slid the cursor out from beneath his paw. He made his attempts with 
mute, weightless interest, that was as likely to last hours as it was to turn, at any point, 
into indifference. But as long as he was alive he returned to the top of my monitor to try.
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you see the one of him on the nyt? he’s staring right at the camera, wrote Mothy. 
let me check it out hold on. oh Wow, I replied.
The image had exaggerated depth of field, the background so blurry that it was 
impossible to make out just what or who was behind him. But Robert Bligh’s face and 
upper body, clothed in a jailhouse orange onesy, were very clear, as were the arms of the 
officers escorting him, entering from both sides of the frame.
He appeared to have a medium build, shoulder-length brown hair, a calculated 
five-o’clock shadow, and hazel eyes. Thick features—full lips, big ears, an overly defined 
brow. He was good looking, and he appeared pleased with himself, with what he had 
accomplished, with our collective perception of him. That is to say he was smiling right 
at me.
face is familiar somehow, I wrote. 
you think you met him or something 
don’t think so
you think he’s possessed or something? isn’t that what your people think? 
probably they think something like that yeah 
fucking crazy, him AND you
Fuck You, man. you know i don’t ascribe to their worldview. I ’m just for my 
mother’s piece of mind, like the son I  am.
he should say he’s God, just so your people can go back to preaching the end of 
the world 
dick
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but really. He’s impressive, isn’t he?
Impressive. Yes, he was impressive. The Nazis had been a mob, but he was a 
single man. It was more impressive for an individual to design and follow through with 
murder so surgical and yet so grand. Taking the elevators offline. Starting the fire at the 
bottom of the only other stairway. Carrying probably twenty pounds of ammunition, 
thirty pounds of guns and knives, several Snicker’s bars and two bottles of water. Of 
course he was pleased with himself. 
actually we prayed for him 
NO SHIT?
I told him about service that day, not mentioning my halfhearted effort to derail it, 
skipping instead to Mr. Paulson’s own daughter, Alicia, calling for the congregation to 
pray for Bligh. Mr. Paulson did the diplomatic thing in the face of his daughter’s 
challenge—he allowed a few moments for silent prayer should anyone choose to do so on 
Bligh’s behalf. He asked everyone to shut their eyes, and it felt like everyone did so. But 
it also felt like the girl was still watching me, half of a smirk curling the side of her mouth 
that her father couldn’t see, eyes emitting their own green light. I felt it so strongly that I 
looked to see if it were true, and when I did I saw Mr. Paulson with his hand on his 
daughter’s shoulder. Both of them kept their eyes shut, their faces impassive, but his hand 
was on her shoulder, and though I didn’t know why I knew he would remove it before he 
called for the silence to end. Was the gesture manipulative, forgiving, threatening? I only 
looked for a moment before I became afraid someone might see me. 
she hot? I  don’t know her, wrote Mothy.
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she’s a freshman
so?
she’s hot yeah
then fucking pound that freshman tang
Neither Mothy nor myself had ever pounded any tang, ever. We were each other’s 
best friends and most of our time together was like this—clipped communication through 
the chatroom umbilical. Maybe two intimacy starved teenage boys should have talked 
more about finding love than getting pussy, but we were not especially sensitive to 
anyone’s needs much less our own. When we weren’t relaying commands within 
whatever game we were playing, we were saying terrible things about the female body 
and about women in general. We even chatted while we were looking at porn, told each 
other straight up what we were watching. I told him once that I was masturbating, though 
I wasn’t.
fucking DISGUSTING! he’d written.
Actually, in the end I did masturbate while chatting with him.
man it’s no homo but this IS a good movie and I ’ve got my dick out
Oh fucking sick man fucking SICK! I ’m getting off this for awhile. Jesus. Ask for 
some privacy next time.
But he didn’t sign out. For a few minutes neither of us wrote anything, but I had 
an excuse. I was busy. He just seemed to be waiting. I knew he wasn’t chatting with 
anybody else.
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And then, as if by magic, I could see him in his own room. He was slumped 
forward over his keyboard, his round little body given to adopting horrible postures, and 
his normally apathetic eyes were arched in concern or curiosity. We were watching the 
same movie, I knew, but now I could see it—his feed was a little behind mine. The 
bellybutton ring, the circling tits, the moment when she whips her head forward to stare 
directly into the camera—utterly unconvincing pleasure-rended expression, even for a 
virgin like myself.
Not like Bligh’s pleasure. Bligh’s pleasure would be truth.
Mothy began to type while I watched him.
I  got mine out too, was what appeared on my screen. And it was eerie, because I 
couldn’t tell if I’d really seen him typing or if I knew him well enough to accurately 
imagine what he was doing when he was doing it. Whatever was happening, I thought it 
had something to do with my penis. I looked down at its moist little mouth and silently 
remarked, as I had countless times, how awesomely ugly the thing was. But was it also an 
antenna? Could I transmit my awareness through space, without my body, so long as I 
was jerking it? I tried to see the pornstar, where she was at that moment, but I couldn’t. I 
couldn’t move the feed from Mothy.
Who didn’t unzip his pants, as he said he had. Rather, he touched himself through 
his pants like he knew someone was watching.
look at those tits, he typed, one handed.
yeah, I wrote back.
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And maybe while he masturbated he could see me as I saw him. I certainly count 
it as the first time I was ever intimate with anyone.
We never did it again. I believe we both came to the end of it and found, as is 
often the case with orgasms, that nothing actually changed. Neither of us talked about it, 
either, because if anybody at school heard about what we’d done they would 
misunderstand. We weren’t homosexual. We were lonely.
you think she likes it in the butt? he asked about Alicia.
dude I  don’t know what she likes. we haven’t even talked at all, I wrote.
What? conjecture motherFUCKer!
There was a knock at my door.
“Dinner,” said my mother, her voice muffled by the partition. 
gtg dinner
hey man you should ask her out or something 
gross she’s like ten years old 
STFU and BUCK UP man! 
whatever. out
I closed our chat and got up to join my mother for dinner.
Then I sat back down again without thinking and looked up Alicia’s profile. The 
picture she’d posted at the top of her profile was an old painting, from medieval times or 
something, of a naked woman impaled on a pole of some sort. The woman was 
screaming in pain, her tongue and her eyes trying to escape her head. I remember it 
surprised me how terrible the image made me feel. Things rarely affected me like that
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when I was young. I could watch the goriest movies and not blink an eye. But this image 
really got to me. I had to stand up and take a few deep breaths before I could sit back 
down and say what I wanted to say.
“Bryce! Dinner!”
“Coming mom!”
You know me from church. I  just wanted to say BOOYAH.
I sent it as a message because I didn’t want anyone to see it on her wall, which, 
after I sent the message, I perused to try and learn what I could about her. It didn’t seem 
that she used her profile very much, and I felt vaguely relieved when I saw this—maybe 
she wouldn’t ever read my message.
What correspondence there was seemed to have taken place between her and a 
boy called Denton.
“Bryce!”
“Shut up mom!”
When people began selling their own children to slavery, Denton wrote two 
weeks before.
How do you like your socks? he asked three days before.
It isn’t just the blood. I  can see EVERYTHING, he wrote again, just a few hours
before.
Of course. Alicia’s parents weren’t the tech savvy type to follow their daughter’s 
exploits online. This was a free zone for her, unregulated. I felt silly for sending what I 
had as a message. She would be able to tell that I had been afraid of people noticing. I
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wanted to see Denton’s profile, to see the other half of this conversation, but then I didn’t 
at the same time. The tiny, thumbnail image beside each of his posts was black and white, 
at some distance. He was a silhouette, standing atop a rocky perch with the sun behind 
him. None of his features were visible, though that might have been because the image 
was so small. He was wearing pants, that I could see, and maybe a hoody, and he had his 
arms raised out to either side, not like he was getting ready to take flight but like he was 
holding something immense and invisible above his head, something he was preparing to 
drop on me.
I left my room and found my mother already eating at the dinner table, which 
meant she’d said grace already. She didn’t look up when I sat down.
“I’m sorry, mom,” I said.
She said nothing so I tried several more apologies. Eventually I ended up on my 
knees next to her chair, holding the hem of her flower print blouse while she continued to 
ignore me. This wasn’t as dramatic as it seemed it should be. Again, I found myself 
wondering in the moment whether I was making a spectacle for the sake of spectacle or 
expressing my feelings honestly. The kneeling—I feel like I could see myself from a 
specific angle overlooking the table, my mother’s impassive, chewing lips taking up the 
blurry foreground. What movie had I seen this in, or in what book had I read it?
“Sorry mom. Jeez. I’m sorry.”
The more I thought about it, the less sure I was I sounded sorry, or even that I was 
sorry. I wanted something, and I couldn’t forget that I wanted it—I’ve always been 
cynical, but when I was a kid I hadn’t learned yet to be self-righteous about my cynicism.
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All I knew was that I couldn’t feel beyond my own self interest because there was 
nothing beyond it because it encompassed everything, even what I thought of as 
selflessness. Learning I would never grow beyond myself depressed me, made me 
confused by my own motivations.
“Sorry mom. Sorry mom. Sorry mom.”
“Take your dinner to your room and eat it there,” she snapped.
“Mom. Please.”
“Go to your room.”
“But I want forgiveness! I want grace!”
She looked at me finally, her face drained of any sense of emotional obligation to 
my being, not expressionless but clearly registering me as other. Like she didn’t love me 
anymore. Now I’m old enough to know there is room between the closest of family for 
theater that is not conscious of its own theatricality, to get what we want without either 
designs or honesty, where all the real stuff has happened since The Simpsons. But in the 
moment I felt wretched.
Finally I ran to my room and slammed the door. Then I stomped through the 
clothes on my floor to my computer and checked my profile.
When the problems in our relationship began to manifest themselves about three 
weeks later, I dug this first message up and studied it for answers. Very little time had 
passed, yet I couldn’t remember anything of the thinking process that had resulted in 
these particular words, whether the sentiment was honest or just posturing, why I had 
used the word BOOYAH which I had never used before in my life, and then presented it
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to her in all caps, as if I wasn’t stepping far enough outside of myself, as if I wasn’t 
misleading her enough. It seemed most likely that the message was phony, and that to 
save our relationship I would have to reconstruct the fake me that sent this message and 
maintain the fa9ade forever. But I also considered the possibility that this message came 
from my real self, which was bound so firmly by my self-consciousness that it could only 
act when I wasn’t conscious of it, that underneath it all I was a BOOYAH man. I couldn’t 
decide which possibility was more depressing. But I knew I would do anything to return 
our relationship to the potential promised in our first exchange, completed an hour after I 
first checked my profile and then masturbated to calm myself down, when my computer 
chimed and I ran to it to see whether Alicia would be my friend or reject me like I 
assured myself she would.
Thank you, she’d written.
* * *
She proposed we meet in a Starbucks, and I asked her why she didn’t want to 
meet at Kafka Cafe, the bohemian joint that had, yes, terrible furniture but much better 
coffee and—most importantly—a far more genuine ambience. Her hesitation before she 
said yes made me wonder if there wasn’t a hierarchy of intimacy defined somewhat by 
the coffee shop in which a meeting took place. Starbucks was corporate, somewhat 
impersonal, and we hadn’t spoken in nearly two decades. Also, though, we happened to 
be setting the date while attending her father’s funeral. I should have just said yes.
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But she beat me to Kafka Cafe, and I was there five minutes early.
“Hello, Bryce,” said Alicia, standing.
“Let me catch my breath.”
“Did you run?”
We hugged, and it wasn’t so awkward because it was over quickly. She was still 
tall and thin, with thin lips and straight blond hair. She wore a simple white blouse and a
pastel cardigan and jeans. One of her beautiful green eyes was squeezed halfway shut by
a spasm or a nervous tick or something, which was different from what I’d remembered 
even from the funeral the day before, but who knows. I didn’t fancy that she was as
nervous to see me as I was to see her.
“I was surprised when I saw you,” she began.
“I was too when I read the paper,” I said.
“But you’re not even in town anymore, right? I heard through my dad that you 
were living on the Sound these days.”
“Downtown Seattle, actually. At least until a few months ago.” I shrugged before 
she could ask. “Divorce. Vacation. Things that have been in storage since my mother 
died and I never saw to.”
Alicia appeared uncertain how to orchestrate her remorse.
“I’m sorry I didn’t come to that,” she murmured.
“It’s okay. It was awkward, showing up for your father’s. Maybe because my 
mom passed first I felt like I should. She would’ve, if she were still alive. I don’t know.
But it isn’t a competition. If it were, the scores would be higher.”
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“Everyone’s dying it seems,” she agreed.
“For a long time now. Have you noticed it, too? I used to wonder if it was just 
something every twenty-five year old experiences. Then I wondered if it was something 
every thirty year-old experiences. Now I think I understand. It accelerates. Until you’re 
not there to measure it anymore, it accelerates.”
She smiled because she won a sort of game that she was playing in her head.
“You became a science writer.”
“And you became a...what the hell are you?” I asked.
“A lawyer.”
I nodded. “I think that makes perfect sense. You never got married?”
“No.”
I threw up my hands. “Also—I could’ve seen this coming if I’d watched your 
trajectory mature just a little longer. You never plan to get married, either.”
She shook her head behind her coffee, her eyes smiling through the curls of
steam.
“How about you? Just the once?” she asked.
“Yes. And never again, never again,” I sighed melodramatically—knowing I was 
only saying so because she’d said so. Sitting across from her, excited, I received a kind of 
comfort actually from the gap between the truth and what I was saying. I had encountered 
this specific kind of comfort before, and used it. I found it most easily when I drank. I 
hoped she couldn’t smell the scotch on my breath, the three shots I’d downed in my 
apartment before driving out to meet her.
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“How long were you married?”
“Eight years. We met in college.”
“No kids?”
I shook my head, thought about fibbing some more and telling her that Belle used 
to be Bill and so kids, biological kids at least, were never possible. Then, despite what I
remembered about Alicia’s taste for weirdness, I thought I should make the lie less
grotesque. What if Belle had been born without viable eggs? What if my fish couldn’t 
swim? As these possibilities shuffled from padded wall to padded wall inside my head, I 
gradually became aware that Alicia was watching me and that I’d only shaken my head 
and then stared blankly at the table top. I was, unconsciously, being more honest than I’d 
intended. I could see curiosity in her face, but I couldn’t bring myself to break the silence 
that had descended on our table.
“I can’t believe how successful the two of us became,” she said finally, patting the 
table with her fingertips and leaning forward to emphasize her point. “I never thought I 
would get anything better than scooping ice cream at Fudgetown, and if there was one 
other person I had pegged to get stuck here it—”
“She didn’t want kids,” I said, lifting my eyes.
Alicia tilted her head.
“But you did?”
“I didn’t try very hard. Her position was clearer than mine. I was never very 
confident that I should be a father, and my reasons didn’t seem appropriate.”
“What reasons?”
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I drank my coffee. Really I drank all of it, because it had cooled down and I could 
manage it, now. Waves of it rolled over my rocking adam’s apple, and I set the mug back 
down after the bridge of my nose stopped throbbing with real or unreal pain.
“I guess I’m afraid to even suggest it out loud, because it might not be true,” I 
started. “I’ve always been very lonely and skeptical. Of everything. Of what people 
believe to be true. Especially, you know,” I flicked my index finger between myself and 
her. But she looked confused.
“You and me?” she asked.
“Me and everybody,” I amended. “At any time I’m probably thinking I don’t 
understand.”
“I think that’s normal.”
I shook my head, frustrated.
“Maybe. But, and here’s the thing—at some point I started hoping that a kid 
would be the cure of all that. Like, I wouldn’t have to be lonely ever again if I only had a 
kid. I wouldn’t have to wonder what to feel or say or know or anything. Because right 
now I’m my only godamn reference point. Sorry. I’m just,” I grabbed my shirt with the 
tips of my fingers and shook it, “trapped inside myself. I look around in space and I don’t 
know where I am. Like everyone else, I know—you said it. Everyone feels this way. 
Maybe what I hope is strange. There’s just this incompleteness, and there’s so much of it, 
and different people try to shape it differently to make sense of it—by cutting parts off, 
by putting parts in—and I’ve never trusted any of that shit. I think it’s a bunch of spiritual 
hooey. At least, as soon as I try to believe it I realize how silly it is and it stops being true.
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Probably Belle never understood how much I wanted kids. Maybe I never said anything 
at all.”
“Afraid it would be you bull shitting yourself? Kids?” she asked.
“Yes,” I said. “Or that long hours with a laptop on my junk have rendered me 
infertile.”
She was in the middle of sipping her coffee, so when she laughed a thin film of it 
got in my eyes and mouth, and on my face. She was slapping the table, her whole body 
shaking with it, that thinly lipped but intelligent mouth wrenched open by a terribly 
attractive, wheezing, big-toothed grin.
“What?” I demanded, wiping my face. “It’s no joke!” But I was laughing, myself.
I wanted to extend my foot out to meet hers underneath the table but I felt diminished by 
how easy it had been for her to make me surrender my pain. As simple as a laugh. For the 
moment I could only think in words, and those didn’t feel like enough. Her father had just 
died, and we were talking about my troubles.
“How long did he have the cancer?” I asked. “That’s what my mother died of too, 
you know. In her lungs.”
“Three years.”
“Was it what you expected?”
She narrowed her eyes and asked exactly what I meant.
“We grow up with cancer,” I explained. “I think we expect certain things.”
“The doctors told us what to expect.”
“Were they wrong?”
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She shook her head, muttered, “They all said it in the same way, even—took me 
out of the room, put a hand on my shoulder, told me that they’d already talked to him. 
‘That’s not what we’re asking,’ each one of them said. And then they would have to 
repeat the same question they all had because somehow I always missed hearing it. The 
more doctors we went to the more clear the formula for their bedside manner, and the 
inevitability of my father’s future, became.”
“Maybe they all went to the same med school,” I offered.
“It wasn’t that they were insincere,” she mused. “They were very caring, I 
believe, though I only just realized it at the funeral. The way people choose to hug you. 
Not good friends or close family—those ones don’t give you time to say anything and 
they don’t think about what they’re saying either, and it’s great. But those other people. 
There must be a website that they all consulted. Yahoo answers, or something. How to 
hug at a funeral. I say this, but thinking about it I’m convinced there may be no other 
way. It’s a tight rope, just as miserable for them as it was for me. Or maybe it’s only how 
I feel, not really them at all but this sense that persists in my chest, like he’s still dying. 
Like he’ll always be dying, forever, somehow.”
We drank coffee in silence. Kafka Cafe was a good place to do this, because 
counterculture kids are so fun to watch. A few of them were preparing for a reading in 
one corner, with one microphone stand and a one-speaker PA system. The two guys both 
had facial hair, and one of them had an unlit cigarette in the corner of his mouth. They 
were straightening out the mess of wires, looking very serious. There was one girl with 
them, with her hair held up by a lime green bandana. Broad, bare shoulders, and sequins
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all down the back of her shirt like sea foam. I imagined a younger me approaching them, 
asking if I could read something.
Alicia and I slept together at her house, which felt more like a family’s home than 
a bachelorette pad. The front door floor mat welcomed me with letters formed by the 
stems of flowers, and there were pictures all along the walls of family, a flower print strip 
of wallpaper running beneath them at waist height. In the living room I glimpsed a row of 
beanie babies on a shelf.
“I was expecting more candles. Evidence of the dark arts,” I said.
“Oh I gave all that up years ago,” she murmured sleepily.
She had her head on my shoulder and every few seconds I lifted my head to smell 
her hair. It was getting late, but I wouldn’t have minded staying up all night talking. I’ve 
rarely ever felt so happy, understanding with the weight of our bodies that there was no 
more pressing obligation than this, not in the morning or the foreseeable future, and I 
could afford to stay up talking all night to this woman who my prevailing state of mind 
over so many decades indicated was so important to me.
“I thought it ran deeper in you than that. I know we were just kids, so I guess I 
figured you hadn’t stuck with it. Still, you were pretty hardcore.”
“I was just angry. You know I’m part of a church again.”
“No shit? What’s the latest on the end of the world?”
She balled up a fist and dropped it in the middle of my chest, and I apologized.
“It wrecked him,” she said, “and it did even worse to their marriage. They should 
have gotten a divorce, but they didn’t. The first time was embarrassing. I remember being
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mad at him and then sad for him because he took it so badly. I was pretty young the first 
time—you remember. But the second time, that was just awful. I could never explain it. 
I’ve tried. It felt like a kind of curse, being at home with them. It was just awful.”
“I didn’t notice.”
“You weren’t supposed to.”
“And you went back to church, still?”
“Years later.”
“Still. I don’t know if I’d be able to go back to church. I guess I didn’t enjoy it 
much in the first place,” I muttered.
“I wish I could’ve brought myself to enjoy it. Now I look back and I can’t say 
how terrible I feel for wasting that time and putting my parents through that, adding to 
their troubles. As bad as they got, they didn’t deserve that.”
I told her about my mother’s Christ paintings and asked her if she wanted one. 
“No, that’s all right,” she answered. “I may be back in church, but I’m not buying 
any savior memorabilia. Not yet.”
“Why not?” I shifted and pointed at the wall that she was facing. “I’ve got one 
that would look good right there. I could bring it by. You know it surprised me that you 
stayed here in town, got a house even. I thought all lawyers lived in was apartments.”
“I did live in an apartment. In Brooklyn.”
“No kidding?”
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“I came back for my father. Rented this place because I needed a one story house 
with two rooms. Until I realized I could just buy it, fix it up, and sell it after he died, and I 
would save money. That was two years ago.”
She said everything deadpan, and I wondered if she was getting too sleepy to talk 
all night. It frustrated me, because I didn’t feel tired at all and I didn’t want anything 
more than to speak with her, learn about her, and tell her about myself.
“I lied earlier,” I said.
“Mm?”
“I told you I was on vacation. But actually I quit.”
She rolled off my shoulder and propped her head up so that she was facing me.
“After your mother died?”
“A little after.”
“The divorce?”
“No. Before that.”
“Are you going to make me keep guessing things?”
“Writing about all that research didn’t comfort me, anymore. It used to be it was 
the only thing that could settle me down. It didn’t matter if it was dry or interesting—I 
believed it. I believed it wholeheartedly. I learned to trust it. And then suddenly that trust 
disappeared.”
“Because of what happened to your mother?”
“I’m not sure it had anything to do with that. Maybe it did. Or maybe I spent too 
much time with it. It’s been my experience that I can only rely on a thing for a short time
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before it fails me, or shows itself to have never existed. After my father died I think I 
remember a short time where I really believed in God. My mom used to talk about how 
strong my faith once was. I think I can’t believe in anything anymore. No. Scratch that. I 
never could believe anything, not for an extended period of time. It always felt slightly 
dishonest, to believe anything at all. My point is that I’m going to be in town awhile.” 
Alicia watched my cheeks burn. She appeared expressionless, but this, I knew, 
was when a person was most emotional. At least in adults, people who’d been around a 
few blocks and seen a few things. Any adult who dared express themselves with facial 
expressions equivalent to their feelings made the emotions triggering them seem small. 
“Bryce. I’m not interested in a relationship.”
“Okay,” I said, shrugging the shoulder I wasn’t lying on.
“I’m not even—I mean, I don’t even really want anything sexual right now.”
She sounded tired.
“I’m not a child, Alicia.”
“Jesus.” She dropped her face into her pillow.
I think I laughed bitterly.
“Well. All right. I did think that I was enjoying myself, and that you were 
enjoying yourself, and so it...well, I just wonder what it is we’re doing right now.”
She mumbled something into her pillow that I couldn’t hear.
“What?”
“I said, ‘I forgot how much of a romantic you are.’”
“I’m not a romantic!”
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It stunned me that she could think of me like that. Obviously if she’d seen just a 
few minutes of Belle and me together, she would see a marriage without romance, a 
borderline neglectful husband.
“I’m not a romantic,” I said again.
“Does it bother you, to think of yourself as a romantic?”
“Well as you’re saying it, yeah.”
“Do you think you’re something else?”
I thought about it, and perhaps I shouldn’t have because there was a glimmer of 
conviction in the beginning that spasmed and curled on itself and became less so.
“I feel like I don’t have anything at all,” I said.
“What do you mean?”
“Anyway I’m not a romantic, except in the beginning. Everyone’s a romantic in 
the beginning.”
“I’m not. I’ve never really been,” said Alicia.
“I don’t believe that.”
She shrugged. It crossed my mind that what she was doing was calculated to sever 
the connections between us as cleanly as possible—look into my eyes and see that there’s 
nothing here. What had I expected? I couldn’t remember. There was only our shared past, 
the closure of finally sleeping with the woman who was my first kiss, my first love, my 
first vastly confused non-ending. I had thought, perhaps, that the world might end, or that 
the story would be over and I would wake up and my mother would be reading to me, or
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perhaps Morpheus would be standing above me in a fluorescent-lit room. Finally the 
answer to the tickle in the back of my mind. It’s over, this experience that drives me mad.
“I feel like I’m in the Matrix,” I muttered.
She laughed, and the sound of it reminded me of my mother. I blame my own 
mind for being too simplistic, for insisting on connections that reveal nothing but hurt 
anyway. I don’t have a brain for good metaphor, I guess—the union of the disparate. 
Freud would not be puzzled, but that’s his thing, not mine, and just because it came up 
earlier doesn’t make it any more interesting or true. Old sayings that make other people 
smile make me scratch my head, wonder if I’m totally human or if I’m the only person 
who can see the seams everyone else seems to ignore.
I reached under the covers to find my underwear, then I retrieved all my lost bits 
of clothing from the floor. Alicia watched me from her bed. Then when I looked she 
glanced away. She wasn’t crying, or smiling, or anything. There was nothing to express, 
because we were adults living outside of the book, in the broken but ethical world. When 
I left, the house groaned under each step I took.
* * *
Alicia burst through the door of my room, strode across my newly revealed and 
vacuumed floor, and threw herself back onto my bed, her arms and legs outstretched like 
she was going to make a snow angel in of the perfectly tucked covers of my bed.
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“What if we just fucked right now?” she demanded. “Have you done it? I haven’t. 
Not technically. My V-Card’s pretty scratched up, but it’s still there.”
I patted my wallet, which didn’t even have a driver’s license in it because I was 
intimidated by the old lady who conducted the driving tests.
“Still packing the V-Card,” I said sheepishly.
“Only girls have V-Cards, stupid,” she sighed.
“Oh. Yeah.” I was distinctly embarrassed. I had obviously made some kind of 
word-choice error, and here I was supposed to be a writer, or at least older and more 
knowledgeable.
I stood by the door still, studying her bare ankles and her black skinny jeans and 
her tight gray hoody. A shock of pink-dyed hair rested on her upturned face—she’d 
gotten it dyed a week ago—her closed eyes dark with heapings of blue eye shadow. I was 
taken aback by her presentation of herself, the way she’d simply burst into my room 
without commenting on how clean it was. It was probably too clean, I worried. She knew 
I’d cleaned it for her, and Denton probably lived in an outhouse. What was it like to 
scratch up a V-Card in an outhouse? More awesome than picking at jean-seams in a 
boring old bedroom.
“Want a drink?” I asked.
“Nah.”
“Want to listen to music?”
“Nah.”
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She just lay there, unwilling to show me where her mind was at, knowingly—it 
seemed—mind-fucking me with her inert body.
“Denton is going to be in the park around eight,” she said lazily. “So we got a few 
hours to 
kill.”
“Watch a movie, then?”
“Nah.”
“What are we doing in the park. Which park?”
“Don’t worry about it.”
“Oh. Okay.”
I sat at my computer and shook the mouse, saw that there was a message from 
Mothy, as there always seemed to be. Probably a cut-and-pasted photograph of a woman 
with some otherwise mundane object in her anus, an image set that I knew Mothy to be 
collecting currently because he sent those images to me all the time.
“Did you see that cell phone video of that woman who was one of those who 
died?” I heard her ask.
She had her head up and was looking at me, at the computer. I surreptitiously 
closed the chat window.
“I did,” I said.
She propped herself up on her elbows and her shirt rode up above her belly 
button. Small, developing breasts pushed up out of her chest as if they really were trying 
to sprout through the fabric of her hoody.
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“I wanted to find out which name was hers,” she said.
“She was Kathee. Kathee Lind.”
She squinted quizzically, serious all of a sudden.
“Did you see her soul leave her body? Like a sheet of fluorescent light slipping 
out of the top of her head.”
“No,” I said.
“Neither did I,” she muttered. “Things are supposed to be getting thin. That’s 
what my father says. But he’s not sure. He says he’s not supposed to be sure. You 
remember last time.”
“Sure.”
“Maybe it happens slowly, he thinks. Maybe the whole world’s just began to sink, 
and now we’re going to start to see it. Time’s strange in the Bible. That’s the kind of 
thing he says.” She laughed. “I wish it would just get over with if it were going to 
happen.”
“I’m not sure I think it’s going to happen,” I said, putting my feet up onto my
desk.
“Yeah. That’s what most people think. I mean, I think my dad’s crazy too.”
She was upset—I could tell by the way she stared blankly at the wall, not making 
any eye contact. That was what upset people did, apart from genuinely appreciating the 
people who were with them. I could see our relationship and how it would develop. I 
could see it stretching out in front of the two of us—a nice clean arc, an arbitrary dip or 
two representing the inevitable challenges, but finally contentment, perhaps even a
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modicum of pure understanding. Truth. The closure of epiphany—the future proposed 
itself to me more apparently a story than the past seems in retrospect. Again, perhaps I 
am peculiar. But I remember what I saw of Alicia’s and my life together going forward, a 
thing both epic and sweet. Alicia was right about me being a romantic back then, at least.
Alicia used to be far more serious than she became.
When we found him, Denton was waiting for Alicia and I in Yoda’s Hut, a small 
dirt hollow in the park where the cooler high school kids went to get high and people like 
us went to imagine there was at least the shape of nonsense to believe in.
“I’m a witch,” Alicia told me. I thought it had something to do with her rebelling 
against her parents, but now I’m not so sure. She told me what she was most interested in 
was bringing about the end of the world.
“Sweet. Let’s do it,” I told her.
So we went to Yoda’s Hut, and she texted Denton along the way.
“He’s probably going to get there first. He’s got a car,” she murmured.
My phone beeped, announcing a message from my mother.
Feed Ob, was all it said.
“What kind of car do you want when you get your driver’s license?” I asked, 
tucking my phone away in my jacket pocket, checking several times with my hand that it 
had made it there and not fallen unseen onto the sidewalk. Occasionally we were 
illuminated by streetlights on our way.
She thought about it.
“Anything that gets good gas mileage,” she said.
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The park was well-cared for, like most of our tiny town. The vine maples that 
lined the brick foot-traffic pathway—the bikepath, running parallel, was paved—were 
like controlled explosions of supple greenery. But this time the way was creepy. I had 
walked it many times before, in darkness and daylight. We weren’t very far from my 
house. But walking with Alicia that night, talking about the end of the world, the 
deciduous trees began to seem like huge tangled hairdos, nappy and shivering in the 
breeze, as if the head of giants hemmed in on either side of us ready to turn suddenly and 
eat us both.
That moonlight and the streetlights made every motion I thought I saw in the 
leaves doubtful. Sometimes I felt as if I resided within the memory of an experience 
instead of the experience itself, because of how still or shaking those leaves could have 
been with me staring right at them, unsure.
My phone beeped again and this time it was Mothy.
sniper or chaingun? he asked.
i ’m out, I typed. And then after a moment’s hesitation I added, with Alicia who is 
apparently a witch.
“Mr. Popular,” said Alicia, maybe with a little acid in her tone of voice.
“Not really,” I replied sheepishly, but happy that the situation didn’t require that I 
point out explicitly just how wrong she was.
has she ever done a black sabbath? like, aren ’t those supposed to have orgies in 
them and shit? wrote Mothy.
“Have you ever done...a black sabbath?”
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“Of course.”
“Oh.” I tried to sound neither disappointed nor excited, because I was a little bit
of both.
she has, I sent.
AWESOME
Denton must have heard us approaching because he was waiting with some of the 
branches of a vine maple pulled to one side to let us through.
“I started a fire,” he said.
“Good,” Alicia replied as she stepped past him.
“Thanks,” I said.
“No problem,” he replied, and we didn’t stare each other down or get in each 
other’s way at that point or ever throughout the rest of the night. Actually, I rather 
immediately liked him. On Facebook, Denton was a black silhouette against the sun. In 
person he was a pale, lanky boy with a large nose and sleepy eyes that would not meet 
mine. He was more afraid of me than I was of him, and of course that made me pretty 
confident about Alicia as well.
“I also made some popcorn while I was waiting,” he told me.
“I’ll have some, definitely.”
Between us, Alicia stared at the flames. Denton kept nudging a white plastic 
bucket with the toe of his boot while we sat and chatted about nothing in particular.
Alicia also seemed to be paying extra attention to, or pointedly ignoring, the bucket. The 
bucket had something to do with why we were there—I’m sure I sensed that quickly.
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“So you’re homeschooled,” said Denton.
“Basically I teach myself,” I replied.
“I could probably teach myself. I have a ton of motivation.”
“It’s more efficient than public school. They got numbers on that, you know.”
“I believe it. School sucks. Yeah it’s way better than school. I go to some classes. 
Have to. There isn’t a book that teaches P.E. yet.”
“Oh. I haven’t seen you.”
“Haven’t seen you either. Hold on.”
do you know a kid named Denton from school?
yeah. he’s a twad. U sure you don’t want to chaingun it right now? U really 
having fun?
His question made me feel good, because yes—I was having fun. I didn’t want to 
go chaingun it. I thought Alicia and I had the potential to really hit it off and I told Mothy 
so. He could come out to meet us, if he liked. We were only going to be doing a little 
witchcraft. He could watch while we summoned ghosts to talk with us. 
nah, he wrote, and that was the last I heard from him that night.
Alicia leaned toward Denton—I felt my heart skip a beat—and lifted a mouse out 
of the bucket. She held it gently around its body, and it seemed content to simply rest 
against her curled index finger, like it was a pillow.
“Do you want to do it, Dee?” she asked, petting the top of the mouse’s head. 
Denton opened his mouth and then closed it. “What is it you wanted to ask for?” 
he murmured, looking uneasy.
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“Bligh said it was like killing mice,” mused Alicia, by rote, something she had 
taken to musing over the last few weeks to work herself up to this moment. I don’t know 
that for a fact, but I could hear it in how she said it.
“What’s his name?” I pointed at the mouse.
“Scrabble. He’s my mouse. He’s going to be sacrificed,” Denton rambled. He 
wouldn’t look away from the poor thing. Alicia stared right into its eyes.
“Bligh believed in himself, in what he believed,” Alicia continued to muse.
“Are you going to kill Scrabble?” I asked, and they both looked at me. Yes. Of 
course they were.
“I didn’t bring a knife,” stammered Denton.
“I’m just going to throw it into the fire,” said Alicia.
She stood and held it aloft, high enough that I couldn’t see it anymore except for 
the pink tail that curled out of the end of her fist.
“Send us someone to talk to. Show us you’re listening!” She called.
“This is a little different from church,” I exclaimed, laughing uncomfortably. “Is 
this going to end the world?”
“No,” said Alicia.
“We’re taking small steps. That’s a ways off,” murmured Denton..
“I just want to talk with someone. Anyone. I wouldn’t be too upset if it did some 
damage, too. It’s freaking me out whenever I buy anything or eat anything or think at all. 
The end of days is what I’m going for eventually, yes.”
“Why?” I asked.
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“Because.” She shrugged, the tiny gesture caught an highlighted by the flickering 
flame above which the mouse slept comfortably in her hand. The tail curled up and away 
from the fire, but the mouse showed no signs of squirming.
“Something has to die. The harder it is to kill it, the more powerful the spell will 
be,” said Alicia. “It’s like throwing rocks at a wall. Humans are the biggest rocks. Bligh 
threw a lot of them. The wall’s weak right now and for a little while longer and I can do 
something about that with this little guy.”
“A mouse is a pretty small rock though,” I said.
“Sure,” she said, ignoring me mostly.
But she didn’t drop Scrabble yet. It was one of those things, actually—I thought if 
I got up and walked around her to get a look at her face, she’d be crying. Then I would 
hug her and she would fall in love with me, Denton and I would become friends because 
he never really expected to get Alicia in the first place, and I would put off college just so 
Alicia, he and I could all attend at the same time. I was afraid of the future, and so I 
rewrote it always in my mind as a kind of exciting story. The past, on the other hand, 
stretches out around me on all sides, sort of like that moonlit and streetlight-lit park 
where Alicia exercised her frustration and love for her father by working to actually bring 
about the end of the world as he’d predicted, when I couldn’t tell for sure if there was a 
breeze or if the leaves were perfectly still, where the trees seemed simultaneously 
themselves and giant heads with dread locks.
When Alicia finally dropped Scrabble she missed the small, badly built, already 
dying fire entirely, and the mouse scampered off into the underbrush. Denton sprinted a
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few steps after it and thrust his hands into the leaves, but of course there was nothing 
there and I doubt he would’ve been okay with us trying a second time. He looked 
relieved.
Alicia turned around, dry-eyed and disappointed. I still remember the intense 
disappointment I felt in myself missing an opportunity that may have never existed. 
Anyway, I  could have dropped the mouse. I wouldn’t have missed. I was tired of being 
alone, and I knew of one drastic measure that, if it worked, would be a kind of sacrifice to 
my young, vulnerable, perfect lust for that girl who’d made us pray for a murderer and 
who led me out into the woods to perform dark arts in the interests of ending the world.
“Damn it,” she muttered.
“Wait,” I said.
I stood up and brushed dirt off my butt.
“I have something that can die,” I continued.
* * *
I stand in the headstone glade and wonder what there is to say to my mother’s 
grave, which has heard all manner of things over the years and never given me anything 
more than a blank stare. It reminds me of the night I stomped Saint Eoban to death and 
made Alicia scream, after which I returned home to find my mother already falling asleep 
in her bed. She’d had the evening shift on one of her twelve-hour days. She asked me if 
I’d seen the cat that day and I told her I hadn’t.
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“I hope he’s not with a girl cat,” she’d said, and drifted away, off. Dead. The 
scene repeats itself.
I didn’t leave. I waited for my mom to fall asleep completely and then I told her 
what I’d done and why. There was minutiae to my confession that I no longer remember, 
but I know I didn’t feel the kind of pain that a normal, guilty person should feel. I felt like 
my guilt would exact itself over a greater period of time, perhaps, than was given to me 
in the immediacy of my transgression. I did feel like a sinner even though I didn’t believe 
in sin, but what was missing was the shame and regret and the pain. I didn’t feel them.
I told her everything in explicit detail, including how I believed I had 
misunderstood something, or maybe intrinsically lacked something that Alicia and 
Denton and the rest of the world possessed, a kind of memory that made empathy and 
concern not only possible but dominant, something buried but quickly revealed by the 
gore of Saint Eoban’s death. My mother said nothing. She didn’t hear me because I’d 
chosen to talk to her this way, to share my pain with her while she was sleeping. I didn’t 
want to be judged.
Which happens over and over in my head, like a kind of communion of regret but 
ultimately is just the death of a cat. Not an archetype of anything to do with what’s wrong 
with me. Nothing more than the death of a cat. But I don’t know that to be true, so I can’t 
apologize for what I’ve done, even to my mother, even to God. Because every time I say 
something I believe in, the world splits in two—the real persisting, and the conjecture 
that extends parallel to it, something I believed in utterly rendered a kind of fantasy 
complete with a beginning a middle and an end.
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The Corner of the World
I watched my father close when the footage from Abu Graib came on, and I 
thought I learned something important about him, about being a man, when he barely 
reacted at all. He had his plaid sweat pants on, and his loafers were side by side on the 
floor between his large white feet. He was thin and long with angular features, thick in 
the middle when he slouched on that ratty corduroy sofa. However, since he’d lost his job 
he didn’t relax as much. Sat up straighter, lost more weight until his features were 
positively jagged, weight he kept off even after he got his job back.
“That’s what you get,” he said, referring the footage.
“What?” I asked.
“When you’re a soldier you’re fighting for somebody other than yourself.”
I did not tell him that I dreamed about shooting Saddam Hussein in each of his 
hairy Arab ears, standing above his body in one of his marble palaces with music in the 
background from some action movie that would be based on what I’d done and that I 
would star in. I did not tell him that I dreamed about cameras, cameras and death and the 
whole world learning to watch itself on the internet, to see right and wrong honestly 
again.
I asked him what he thought about, what they did to those Muslim prisoners.
“Sloppy,” he mumbled shaking his head.
“Just making things worse that they got caught,” I agreed, watching him think, 
questioning the connection I’d felt so strongly just a moment before.
But I knew he was nervous of cameras in the walls that could see through plaster, 
even cameras on people’s cell phones when they held them up in the supermarket to take 
pictures of the ingredient-list on bags of dog food. Once, I came home to find all of the 
wall outlet covers stacked neatly on the dining table, like a deck of large domino tiles, 
and my dad with his hand in one of the holes he’d made in the kitchen, feeling around.
“Big Brother doesn’t have to know it’s watching you to be watching you. It’s 
unconscious. It maintains deniability,” he’d say by way of an explanation.
“Fucking Feds,” I’d mumble under my breath for his benefit, wanting to have 
some kind of conversation while we put the outlets back, or discuss why Islamic terrorists 
were being held in a Cuban prison, wanting as much to impress him as I wanted to talk 
with him sometime about how cool the sounds of words were when one after the other 
they both started with the same letter.
“Fucking Feds.” I probably said it a second time, shaking my head sadly.
But instead of grinning and clapping his hand on my shoulder or leaning back 
from me with some thoughtful, you’re-smarter-than-I-gave-you-credit-for look on his 
face, he’d frown and replace the outlets himself, or switch off the coverage on 
Guantanamo to the SPEED Channel, where a skinny, well-dressed man was trying to lift 
a huge wrench off the concrete while a few greasy, big-bellied mechanics in boiler suits 
stood around him laughing.
When he wanted to teach me something, my dad spoke carefully:
“You can’t blame the government—they’re not really a government ‘cause there’s 
no such thing. They’re just bigger than everybody else. It’s just business and competition,
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‘cause that’s all there is. No control, no power behind the scenes. Those who think 
otherwise are paranoid, or worse: romantic.”
“There’s what people think and there’s what is,” I quoted him shamelessly.
“Their loss,” he said, completing what I’d begun. “I feel sorriest for their kids.”
He rewarded me with a thin smile, which was enough to nearly kill me. Then he 
stood and said it was time to go to work and the television got turned off and I was 
underneath the kitchen sink handing him his pair of rubber gloves. He stood above me 
with the inventory in his hands.
“So. Did you do it?” he asked.
“Do what?”
“Ask out Marge, kid, what else?”
“Her name is Lisa.”
“Whatever. Selma.”
He loved the Simpsons.
“Lisa,” I told him again.
“You didn’t do nothing again, huh.”
He was vaguely disappointed in me, which was the worst kind. I can see it even 
though I couldn’t see it because I’d buried my head underneath the sink to make it look 
like I was having a hard time finding my gloves.
“Do we want the febreze plugin today?” I asked, not wanting to talk about Lisa, 
who was just some girl I’d mentioned one day because my father expected it of me.
“Is it Monday?”
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It was a rhetorical question.
“But, dad, it stinks down there.”
“The budget is clear, Bradley. One plug-in a week.”
On one side of the basement doorway was a picture of he, my mom and I on our 
last, best trip to Silverwood. She had her hands up and there was water splashing across 
our laps—she was wearing a sweatshirt because she was self conscious about her breasts 
after the surgery, but she was still incredibly beautiful. My father had his hands clasped 
in front of his face, like he was trying to protect something from getting wet, his grin 
otherworldly. I guess I was laughing too, although I remember crying at some point for 
some reason and getting them both mad at me.
There was still family who stopped by now and then—they were supposed to feel 
uncomfortable around that photo, maybe like they wanted suddenly to go home. They 
definitely weren’t supposed to want to go into the basement.
“You ask her tomorrow,” he told me, jerking the door free of the thick weather- 
stripping that made the passage as close to air tight as possible. Then he stood in the 
doorway as if he weren’t going to let me go down the steps until I agreed with him.
On television, kids my age were running away from their homes, locking 
themselves in their rooms, raising their voices, even breaking things. This I could not 
imagine. I could barely disagree with my father, most times.
Except it was ridiculous that he was taking a stand on this. He was wrong. I felt 
conviction.
“It’s none of your fucking business,” I snapped at him.
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A flock of birds must have flown between the sun and the shuttered window 
behind me, causing the light on his face and the air around me to flicker. The pressure in 
my ears pulsed, like I was diving through layers of water.
My father was unperturbed.
“When you curse like that it isn’t impressive,” he said. “It shows you don’t 
actually have anything to say. You should try to control yourself.”
I put my hands up like I was trying to be reasonable, but really I was 
hyperventilating.
“I’m just saying some things aren’t necessary.”
He crossed his arms.
“You have a plan, then?”
“I wanted to wait until I did something in a game. Like—like a touchdown. Coach 
says I’m starting near the end of the season,” I explained.
“You’re just putting it off.”
“I’m not!”
“Ask her tomorrow.”
“What is this. What the hell is this?”
My words traveled through him like they didn’t matter, like the right words didn’t 
exist if they came from me and they were directed at him. He just stood there, seemingly 
bored by me.
“Ask her tomorrow, or we can have this conversation again,” he said. And then he 
turned, descended, and all I could do was follow.
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The basement was where a lot of mom’s things went after she died, in one big pile 
to the right as you were going down the stairs. Like her dresser and her jewelry and the 
chair I helped her to in the mornings just so she could say to herself she’d gone 
somewhere. The chair still had some gray plastic medical equipment in it, from when dad 
took it downstairs years before and didn’t want to take two trips. It was like he couldn’t 
see that stuff anymore. I did, every time we walked past it, while out of the corner of my 
eye I watched for him to glance even once in that direction.
At the far end of the basement there was another door, this one with only a bolt 
lock where the doorknob should be. He’d begun installing the door without explaining to 
me, at first, what it was for. I just woke up one night to a knocking sound coming up from 
underneath me, and in a moment of panic I thought he was destroying her things. I ran 
downstairs to stop him, but ended up helping him install the door. I figured the new room 
was where the stuff would go, that we’d take it all back there, lock the door, and lose the 
key.
But then a few weeks later he brought the Sisters home.
What first gets you is the smell. There was a chemical quality to it, like they’d 
brought some residue of hospital with them. There was also something like the smell of 
androgyny, or so it seemed to me, because I was just beginning to find out for myself that 
men and women have different smells and I couldn’t smell either in that room, just a 
tumescent, unstructured mustiness. Like they’d gotten so old they weren’t women any 
more.
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We kept them and the room as clean as possible, but that smell would not go
away.
The Sisters flinched when the light from behind us flooded the small room; tiny, 
bird like faces and the large sweat shirts from Goodwill that my father cut into makeshift 
hospital gowns, Sister Silent squinting at the ceiling and Sister Chatter with her hand up 
to shade her eyes. He’d made two hospital beds out of old mail dollies, and there was just 
enough room to get around them on all sides. The television mounted to the corner of the 
ceiling, the only other thing in the room, was non-stop TV Land on mute with subtitles.
“Are we up and running baby doll?” asked Sister C. Her mouth moved constantly, 
like it was enunciating words she didn’t always say out loud, and her voice when she did 
make it was airy and thin with a faint Midwestern accent.
“We’re up and running,” my dad replied from the doorway, smiling broadly.
“We got papers to sign today babydoll?”
“No papers to sign. You two look too lovely to sign papers. I was thinking of 
having a party. You like the sound of that, ladies?”
Sister C cooed, clasping and unclasping her fingers. Sister S, of course, said 
nothing.
My father was an utterly different person when he was with the Sisters.
Sister C dropped her hand to her side and moved her head left, then right, like she 
was searching for something but she didn’t know what.
“What’s dinner today babydoll? I’m so hungry darling you don’t have any idea. 
Nothing from a can I hope—there’s things in cans, we don’t know what they are.”
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“Nothing from a can.”
She made a prayer of her hands.
“No cereal neither. Can’t stand the cereal. It isn’t sweet.”
“No cereal tonight. Tonight, we’re going to have”—he cupped his hands in front 
of his mouth and made a hollow, spitty, childish attempt at the reverie, then he pulled his 
hands apart with spirit fingers flashing, and called in a commentator’s voice,
“Meeeeeeeat Looooooooooaf!”
Sister C clapped and whistled and then gave a girlish scream. Beside her, Sister S 
searched the room for something interesting with her glassy blue eyes.
“Where is it, honey? Oh, damn it honey, show me the dish!” Sister C demanded.
“Show you the dish?” my father goaded, chuckling.
“Show me the dish!”
“It isn’t ready yet,” I told her. I moved to Sister S’s side and set down the bucket 
of soapy water at my feet. I hoped I wouldn’t need it, but I knew otherwise.
“Ohhhhhhhhh,” Sister C moaned theatrically.
My father bowed.
“We’re very sorry, but it will be ready by the time we’re done. Then Bradley will 
go up and grab it.”
“Can we eat together tonight?”
“Maybe. I’ll think about it if you’ve both been good girls.”
“O-kay,” the old lady sighed and made a prayer again with her hands. “That’s 
good. Thank you oh thank you honey.”
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I knew if I moped she wouldn’t notice. I knew what she was. She was weak, and 
she survived by reminding everyone around her of it constantly. I wondered why my 
father didn’t despise her. I wondered why he didn’t grab another Sister S.
“I was a good girl,” said Sister C to my father, who was beside her now and 
folding the blanket down off her Notre Dame gown.
“Was her sister a good girl, too?” he asked me, pulling up gingerly on Sister C’s 
gown to reveal her veiny gray legs and torso, a gray cloth tied carefully between and 
around her hips. The faint smell of human waste wafted to my nose.
“I don’t think so,” I said, patting Sister S’s stomach through her Beefeater 
sweatshirt, bending over and smelling.
“Bradley. Come on now.”
“No really. I don’t think so.”
“At least check.”
He pulled the cloth free and dropped it into the bucket at his feet. Then he turned 
Sister C onto her side so that she was facing me and Sister S.
I glared down blindly at the goofy European guard.
“Bradley’s growing up so fast,” remarked Sister C, smiling sympathetically at me, 
the fossil of a maternal instinct kicking in on my behalf. Her body rocked a little as my 
father scrubbed her rear end.
“He’s got a ways to go,” my father mused, not looking up from what he was
doing.
“Does he have a girl? I bet he’s got several girls.”
80
“Well... he’s got a crush.”
“She probably terrifies him. I remember when I used to terrify boys.”
“You still do.”
“Oh babydoll. Aren’t you sweet. Girls like to scare boys. I bet she wants to play 
baseball with him. You know what I mean by baseball? My grandma used to say, the 
smart boys play baseball right ‘cause they know how to steal bases.”
“Oh god,” I moaned, putting my hand over my face while the old lady cackled.
“Bradley, don’t just complain. Either do something useful or get out,” said my 
father, apparently so enthralled by Sister C’s privates that he found her joke neither 
disturbing nor hilarious.
“’If you can’t stand the heat get out of the kitchen’; that’s another thing my 
grandma used to say.”
Sister C continued to rattle off old sayings she learned from her grandmother 
while I lifted Sister S’s gown. Sister S was the frailer of the two, and I was always 
nervous being around her, like I was going to hurt her just by turning her over. Which I 
probably was, but it didn’t matter what I did at that point.
When I removed her diaper and turned her over I saw again what had been 
growing more and more prominent over the last week or so. A large sore above her hip, 
opening up gradually like a bloody eye. The skin around it was raised and plum colored, 
so swollen that it was without wrinkles, seemed in fact to be the most alive part of her 
body.
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Every day I wondered if it wasn’t too late to save her. Every day I thought—I 
could end this, and wondered why I didn’t end it, wondered what I was afraid of losing 
that I didn’t already hate and know to be wrong.
My father, for instance, discussing my personal life with Sister C.
“He won’t speak to her. He’s afraid she’ll break his heart.”
“Oh that’s sweet, babydoll. She must like that about him.”
I dropped the cloth diaper into the bucket and held Sister S as delicately as 
possible with three fingertips on the point of her bony hip. That’s all that was necessary. 
She was nearly weightless, and her skin moved willingly underneath the sponge. Her 
back remained beautiful, which surprised me every time I cleaned her up. It was like 
entering a familiar dream, perpetually forgotten—some force working to calm me from 
beyond what I knew, through the pretty back of this dumb dying woman. When I got to 
the wound, I tried to hold her still with only my thoughts, dabbing around the edge of it 
with the corner of the sponge, then working my way in with slow, lifting gestures, 
terrified, forgetting for a moment that she had lost her mind, that we were wronging her, 
that I needed.
That night I snuck downstairs and stood in the darkness, afraid of turning on any 
lights, stepping forward with my hands out so that I didn’t bump into the Sisters’ door 
and make too loud a sound, thinking about my mother’s pile of stuff just a few feet away, 
wondering if I would have to really have to save them, or kill them, or if an unsuccessful 
attempt at either would be enough of a gesture for him to finally hear me.
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Until Another Beginning Again
After a few hours of driving at night through featureless plains country, I came 
upon the Rocky Mountains and a roadhouse bar called Charlie’s in a town of the same 
name. I needed gas so I stopped and filled up—there was a pump outside the roadhouse 
and I don’t think there was one other building in town—and while I was screwing the cap 
back on some hoarse laughter spilled out of the bar. The sound of it reminded me that I 
had been anxious for hours. Not about the darkness, nor about anything behind me nor 
anything, so I thought, in front of me, nor about the animals that might amble unseen into 
the middle of the road—I hadn’t been able to figure what my anxiety was about. I wasn’t 
totally conscious of it until that moment, standing outside of it the way I was standing 
outside my car. But the sound of the laughter made me hopeful that I didn’t have to feel 
that way any longer, and so I decided I’d driven far enough for that first leg of my 
journey.
The inside of the bar was spare and open, with rough-hewn wood, high ceilings, 
mismatched chairs, and mason jars instead of pint glasses. A few native faces turned to 
catch me hesitating at the threshold before they turned away, uninterested. The native 
bartender appeared to be in a discussion with a knot of red-nosed oldtimers down at the 
far end—he gave me a cursory glance. One young white woman made eyes at me before 
turning back to her glass of water. Half the seats were empty, so I could have sat alone if 
I wanted, but I picked a stool at the close end of the bar next to a lonesome, fidgety, 
underage native, and asked him if he would tell me one of the stories of his people.
“Who’re you?” he asked, eyeing me suspiciously. He was a scrawny kid with 
large, knobby joints holding his frame together, suggestive of muscle mass that had yet to 
develop, and his head was buzz cut, revealing the upraised baldness of a scar that curled 
over his right temple.
“Simon,” I told him.
“Tigger,” he said.
“Tigger, tell me something that has like, great cultural significance.”
He sneered at me and emptied a grimy jar into himself that looked to have been 
poured from the dregs of many different beers, so that the liquid was calico and flat.
“I was told some stories, but I don’t remember them,” he slurred. “They’re all 
made up anyway. Some professor shows up on the rez and says he’s got money for 
stories, so some kid tells him a story about a woman.. .who is a snake sometimes.”
“I like to know whose land I’m driving through, what they believe in, why they 
think the way they do,” I explained.
“Why? They’re not your people,” he snapped.
“I’m curious.”
“Why do I care?”
“I’ll buy you a beer.”
He crouched beside his stool when the bartender came to take my order, and then 
got up when our drinks appeared. He seemed to be on the verge of laughing the whole 
time, covering his mouth with his hand and making sputtering noises.
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“He knows I’m here,” said Tigger when he was once again sitting beside me, 
dipping his lips nose into the beer’s foamy crown. “He’s just...doesn’t like to see guys 
ordering for me. He’s my father.”
He craned his neck to look over my head and waved with an obnoxious smirk on 
his face, angular features still accented with foam, before pointing down at the beer I’d 
bought him and then at me. I twisted in my seat to see the bartender nod back from where 
he stood now at the other end of the bar, flanked by those oldtimers in their stools either 
shaking their heads or laughing. He was a big man in a green T-shirt and jeans with red 
suspenders. His expression was inscrutable, his hair like his son’s but gray. A veteran, 
likely, and if so of Vietnam or Korea. He looked old, to be Tigger’s father.
“It’s kind of like a joke between us,” said Tigger. “He doesn’t want me drinking 
so much, but really he knows I can handle it.”
“Is there a different drinking age on reservations?” I asked, remembering a sign 
I’d half read on the highway, something something reservation, I never remember what 
the name was.
Tigger smiled slyly.
“We’re not on the rez. See that line on the floor?”
He pointed at a straight red line of tape running the length of the bar, cutting the 
long room in half, one side of it empty tables and chairs, the other side stools and bar top 
and shelved spirits and most of the customers. There wasn’t a sign or label that would 
otherwise indicate why the line existed. In several places it was peeling back from the 
floor, scuffed into curls by countless generations of drunken, shuffling feet.
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“That’s the rez on that side,” he said, pointing.
“Bull shit.”
“Yeah man. When the county cops come they gotta stand on this side and ask one 
of the residents permission to cross, unless, like, they see someone with a gun or 
something. You know, probable cause. And if there’s a local election going the rez is dry, 
so sometimes there’s Tribal Police waiting for a drunk to trip and fall across the line so 
they can arrest them.”
“Is that really real? That doesn’t seem real to me.”
The boy took a train chug on the beer I got him and half of it was gone right 
away. It was marvelous, watching him do that. When I was his age I wouldn’t have 
dreamed of being able to do what he did with that beer. He set it down and wiped his chin 
and smiled at me, proud of his prodigal constitution as I would have been.
“One day before time began,” he orated, “the earth and the moon got busy, and 
that’s why the grass is so green, and it’s why the land is shaped the way it is, and it’s why 
Indians drink too much.”
He laughed, and out of politeness and an inexplicable sense of urgency I laughed 
with him. I was hungry for story, as if I had come to the end instead of the beginning, of a 
journey, or as if I were given all the answers without first wanting them. I noticed there 
was a painting by Gauguin behind the liquor rack, the verdant colors of a turn-of-the- 
century Polynesian island bent by vodka bottles, one reclining Tahitian teen warped into 
lascivious bulges of tit and ass, as if the alcohol revealed the real, disturbed lust behind 
the painter’s lauded attention.
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The distorted image calmed me, and I spent several minutes studying it. Then I 
tried to describe why it was so interesting to Tigger, which involved explanations of 
pedophilia and post-impressionism, in neither of which he seemed interested.
“Gauguin is considered a genius nowadays right up there with Van Gogh,” I 
murmured, carefully indifferent, waiting for him to step forward and make a judgment. 
Traditionally I don’t care for Gauguin’s work, but it seemed I enjoyed very much 
viewing that particular print through those particular vodka bottles, and my understanding 
of the liquid history of pederasty urged me to admire the man in spite of his controversial 
desires, or maybe because of them. I wanted Tigger’s opinion.
He stared mournfully at his diminished drink and said in a low, disconnected
voice,
“Yeah, we got some of that here.”
“Post impressionism?” I asked.
“Pedophilia,” he corrected me.
His comment excited and concerned me, but I didn’t know what to say in 
response. If he was going to tell me that he had been abused, I decided I was prepared to 
take him out of the bar right then and even out of town to get him some help. Maybe 
somebody in the bar would try to stop me, maybe even that big fucking guy, the 
bartender, his father, but I could afford some pain on behalf of another. I was driving 
instead of flying because I wanted, perhaps needed, an experience. I envisioned, maybe 
instead of a fight to the door, people watching me lead Tigger away and no one needing 
or able to say a thing, palpable melancholy thickening in the room like amber, shared
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shame and private embarrassments captured in their momentary integrity for all eternity, 
the sound of a stifled sob. Of course it was most likely that no one would notice us at all.
Tigger pointed at the liquor rack and said,
“There’s a woman right up the road out there way up on the mountain—the one 
on the otherside of that wall. She had her first kid when she was, like, eight, and her last 
kid when she was like sixty. She’s most everyone’s mother or grandmother or great 
grandmother.”
“Really,” I said.
“Not everyone tells whether they’re related to her or not. It’s a joke at school. 
Some of us are lighter than others. For Charlie, she’s maybe his grandmother and his 
mother both. I hear it can make a person different, that kind of thing. Like retarded or 
otherwise.”
“Charlie?”
“My dad.”
I glanced at the bartender, who was still talking with the oldtimers, propped on his 
crossed, burly arms on the bar top. It was an awkward position—I could tell his back 
hurt. I couldn’t tell whether the boy was trying to tell me something about his own abuse, 
or whether the old lady was real, or whether she was the story I’d asked for, or whether 
all those factors could coexist at once or not exist at all.
The white girl between Charlie and us was looking at me again—I say white girl 
like I’m a black man. But she stuck out. The other bodies in my field of vision lurched 
around the bar like it was where they worked, like they weren’t just terribly relieved to be
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there. She was the only one who made it feel like a bar. Except for the water she was 
drinking, but I hadn’t realized that it was water yet. I thought it was gin or vodka—she 
might have asked Charlie for a little green straw to poke the ice with, or maybe he gave 
out cocktail straws with tumblers of anything, or maybe he understood her need for 
camouflage.
“You shouldn’t listen to rumors,” I told the boy, still intent on helping him if he 
needed help. I still thought he may be working from the outside in toward some trauma or 
concern.
“Sure,” he murmured.
“Keep talking,” I said. “Tell me more.”
Tigger killed the rest of his beer all at once.
“How about another one of these,” he suggested.
“You should pace yourself,” I replied.
He nodded, turning the empty jar in the air and staring at it. I worried about him. I 
worried if I didn’t buy him a beer he would leave, to collect the dregs his father’s 
customers failed to finish. I worried that I was missing something, or searching for 
something that wasn’t there. I worried about myself for needing what I couldn’t define.
“I’m only buying you one more, man,” I told the kid. “Only because I’m curious.
I have a feeling you’re a good storyteller.”
“Really?” he asked, and I could see this mattered to him. He looked embarrassed 
but pleased, which made him seem even younger than he had seemed before.
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We started to laugh for some reason I don’t remember—it feels like it had 
something to do with him being native and the subject of our conversation being alcohol 
and the two of us being on the rez, or I guess near the rez, and that’s when I noticed the 
M&M sized scar in the middle of the kid’s tongue. Not the kind of scar left by a piercing. 
It looked like a burn. I wondered if the bartender ever put a cigarette out on his son’s 
tongue, or if the kid had cruel friends, or if he was just the type to do things to himself. I 
considered how harsh it must be to grow up native, and when I did I realized I didn’t 
want to feel sorry for any of them. Even if it was misery, I wanted as much of history and 
culture to be in my blood. Maybe I wanted to hear the boy talk so I could reassure myself 
there wasn’t the systemic rot I’d heard so many stories about—maybe that was what I 
truly needed, in the end. No pedophilia. No cigarette burns. No wrongs to right—it would 
be silly to want the wrongs merely for the opportunity to right them—but rather a cultural 
richness to admire and envy.
I put two fingers up while he hid beneath the bar again, but this time he put his 
hands around my boot. I could feel his breath through my sock, warm and then cold, 
warm and then cold. There was a third scar on the top of his head, a bald circle like a 
communion wafer.
“Um,” I managed, and wiggled my foot. But he wouldn’t get off.
I laughed.
“C’mon kid,” I said, twisting. But he wouldn’t let go. His head was down and I 
could feel his weight settling against me. I tried to stand but I didn’t want to step on him.
I tried to pull my knee up to my chest but he laced his fingers underneath my calf and
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started to breathe heavily. Sometimes a reptile part of my brain has desired women to 
debase themselves the way Tigger debased himself that night. His body demanded, I 
could sense it with my own body. It was like a musty, wet, rigid prayer.
Then the bartender was there with the beers. He didn’t take my money 
immediately, just set down the drinks and then stood there watching while his son clung 
on my leg and whispered things I couldn’t quite make out. Unnoticed, I hoped.
“Are you the Charlie of Charlie’s of Charlie’s?” I asked the bartender, gesturing 
grandly to the bar and the town around us with a huge smile on my face that was, as it felt 
on my face, unhinged.
“In the flesh,” the man said flatly.
“Are you, like, the mayor or something?”
“No.”
“I would like to go somewhere. Where can we go?” whispered Tigger, as he lifted 
my jeans cuff and slipped a finger into my sock.
“This is a nice bar you got here,” I said, rapping on the thickly lacquered bar top 
with a knuckle.
“Thanks.”
“Tell him to go fuck himself. No wait. Ask him for a hot dog. You want a hot
dog?”
“My name’s Simon.”
“Is Tigger still here? He better not have left. He’s got work to do.”
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“Tigger?” I asked, while the kid lifted my cuff further and began swirling my leg 
hairs with small, slow circles of a single fingertip, the same fingertip he’d stuck into my 
sock, maybe—I don’t know, I didn’t fucking look down.
“You know he’s underage, right?” asked Charlie.
I shook my head.
“The kid you’ve been treating.”
“Can I  get some fucking ketchup? Can’t a guy get some fucking ketchup when he 
fucking needs it?”
“Oh. His name’s Tigger? I didn’t know he was underage. I mean, he’s in your bar, 
so I don’t think it’s just me that’s responsible. I was only buying a few stories off him.”
Tigger slipped his whole arm into my pant leg and pinched me, hard, above the 
knee. Charlie lifted a tray of freshly washed jars and tumblers from somewhere beneath 
the bar top then set about drying them with a spotless white towel.
“He’s going to get drunk somewhere,” the man sighed. “I’m just trying to keep 
him out from under the overpass. And usually people know better than to buy for him.”
“Are you his father?” I asked, feigning insight.
“No.”
Tigger stopped pinching me, stopped moving altogether. I could feel him 
listening.
“Oh. Really? You two look alike, and I just thought...But you’re his uncle or 
something, right?”
“In a matter of speaking. It takes a village.”
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“In this case it takes a bar,” I countered, chuckling nervously.
Charlie flashed a thin smile, not looking up from his work. His huge hands didn’t 
fit through the mouths of the jars, so he wadded up the towel into a shape that would. 
When he wiped the tumblers, he did the insides of them with only his index finger. With 
his shoulders squared to me, I noticed his back was kinked slightly and he had to tilt his 
head to compensate.
Meanwhile, Tigger laid his face against my bared shin—I could feel the damp 
outline of his lips and his eyes, the sharp contours of his nose. He blinked a few times, 
and then it seems I felt his eyes close. I tried to slip my leg free—intending to disguise 
the motion as me crossing my legs—but he held tight.
“He was telling me about an old woman who lives up on the mountain,” I said, 
just to fill the air.
“Ms. Bell” whispered Tigger.
Charlie shook his head disapprovingly.
“The kids like to talk about her,” he muttered. “She’s just an old woman, maybe 
the oldest woman. Like, she’s got to be close to a hundred. But I remember when she was 
still okay looking she used to go with a few men. She seemed normal enough, maybe a 
little extra fucked up. So maybe what they say has some truth to it, but I don’t remember 
her ever getting pregnant even once.”
“She shoots at us when we go to see if she’s still alive. She was one of the last 
slaves. ”
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“So she’s the local witch, huh?” I said, loudly. “I remember we had a local witch 
where I grew up. Her name was Pettigrew, but I remember everyone called her Mrs. 
Prussia, because she had such a thick German accent. Somehow, I guess because of 
where she was from originally, she was both a Nazi and a witch to us. We thought she ate 
Jewish babies. My friend Eli was terrified of her.”
Charlie sighed.
“When I was his age,” he began, “and when my father was his age, and when my 
grandfather was his age, there was still booze around. What we didn’t have was the free 
time. There was always something that needed doing, we were constantly preparing for 
winter—not to say we just sat on our asses after it snowed. The winter was the hardest. 
There was always something is the point, and if you didn’t do it you didn’t survive. As 
bad as it got, we always had a sense of purpose that helped us along.
“I don’t remember ever having hours of my day to myself, but people have them 
now, and already there are good and bad ways of spending those hours. Supposed to be 
worse to play videogames than it is to read books. Television—it depends on what you’re 
watching. Art, no matter how stupid it is, is somehow not supposed to ever be criticized, 
because it’s supposed to be so good for you, both doing it and appreciating it somehow 
productive for the soul. But what the hell is productive...free time? I think this free time 
stuff is all a big bunch of bull shit. There’s no good way to spend free time. Free time is 
wasted time. Free time is where people learn boredom, and think they’re bored when 
they’re working too much, want to get more of that free time that taught them boredom in 
the first place. You know the word boredom didn’t exist until the printing press was
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invented? People weren’t bored before they had the books to spend their boredom on.
Real work isn’t boring. I don’t need to be entertained. I got work to do.”
Charlie finished with the glasses and set the tray to one side, then he looked for 
something else to occupy his hands. He produced a lime and started slicing it up.
“Worse than anything, free time and boredom work together to make a person 
deviant. A person can’t just spend his free time the same way forever, because he’ll get 
more and more bored. Lucky for him there are so many different ways of spending free 
time, and new ways are popping up every day, each one weirder than the next because”— 
he lifted the knife away from the bar top an gestured with it—“with free time you got to 
up the ante or lose the game. All that shit on television these days, and movies that try 
hard to make a person throw up in disgust, because everything else has been done? It 
isn’t just stories, though. It’s lifestyle.”
“I’m an art historian, actually,” I confessed. If he sees Tigger right now he’s 
going to kill me, I realized, and I didn’t want to be killed by a man like Charlie. The kid 
stayed motionless. I could feel him thinking.
“Really? Art historian?” asked Charlie, grinning.
“Oh hell yeah. I make my living wasting my time. It really feels like it, 
sometimes.”
Reaching down as if to scratch myself, I grabbed Tigger by the nose and squeezed 
as hard as I could. For a second he wriggled like a fish on a line, then he let go of my leg 
and yanked his face away, leaving a residue of wetness on my hand that was snot but 
also, probably, tears.
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For the first time I saw Charlie laugh. His face opened up and I realized he wasn’t 
injured at all—he was just tired, body aching. Old. He was even older than I’d at first 
suspected. Tigger would more likely be his grandson than his son. I glanced down but the 
boy was nowhere to be seen. I looked all around but nothing, only catching the eye of the 
white girl again. She had seen everything. She was wearing a wry grin.
Charlie asked me if something was wrong.
I shook my head. I wondered if I needed to get out of there.
“Actually,” I said, “I noticed that Gauging you have behind your bottles. It’s a 
strange place for it.”
“It’s called ‘The Spirit of the Dead Keep Watch,’ but you probably knew that,” he
said.
“I didn’t. I could only just tell who through the liquor.”
“That’s why it’s there.”
“It looks good there, doesn’t it,” I suggested.
But he shook his head.
“It’s not that it looks good there. It looks complicated. Without the bottles—” he 
took away the three vodka bottles that obscured it—“I’m afraid I’d get bored.”
“Yes, that’s it exactly,” I agreed.
“So work for you is looking at this shit all day.” He gazed at the print, the three 
bottles splayed like huge transparent fingers out from his fist.
“Yeah.”
“That sounds awful.”
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“Yeah it is. Hey, uh...tell me about the girl?” I gestured with my thumb, not 
looking.
Charlie leaned over the bar.
“She’s been watching you. You saw.”
“She hitching?”
“None of my business”—he put up his hands, lowered his voice and smirked— 
“but I’d stay away from that one if I were you.”
“How do you know her?” I asked.
He squinted at me like I was stupid.
“This is the whole town that’s here, man. Almost,” he said.
“She’s not from around here though, right?”
“She’s been here for a little while.”
I looked in her direction again and for once she wasn’t looking in mine. Probably 
because Charlie’s right about her, I thought. Still, I slipped the slight erection I’d gotten 
from Tigger’s groping to one side, so that it looked more like a cell phone. The body, 
dumb flesh. I was going to go join that girl for a drink, and maybe take her where she 
needed to go.
“Where’ve you been?” Charlie barked all of a sudden.
I looked and there was Tigger, standing behind his stool, face and eyes red.
“Hey again,” I said.
He ignored me.
“The dishes have been piling up,” said Charlie.
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“I was just getting some fresh air. I drank too much. I felt sick,” murmured 
Tigger, staring at the bar top. I wondered if I broke his heart, or his nose. I realized I 
would rather I broke his heart than his nose. Charlie was less likely to see a broken heart.
“You get more smokes from your aunty?” Charlie demanded.
“No.”
“You been puking outside?”
“A little.”
“Come here.”
Tigger took a step forward and Charlie gripped the boy’s shoulder like he was 
palming a basketball. The boy winced.
“I love you,” said the older man.
“Alright.”
“I mean it.”
“Let me take your glass, sir.” Tigger pulled his shoulder free and grabbed the 
empty mason jars in front of me and carried them in his fingertips down the length of the 
bar. The oldtimers either made a show of watching him or a show of ignoring him as he 
passed, and when he disappeared behind the door next to where the bar top ended they 
started talking amongst themselves as if nothing important had just happened.
Then I was alone again, because Charlie told me he was going to go get a drink, 
which also apparently meant he wanted to return to those oldtimers at the end of the bar. 
He popped the top off of a Budweiser and listened to whatever it was they were talking
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about. They appeared to be complimenting him, distracting him or giving him advice. He 
listened attentively.
I drank one of my beers by myself. Then I took the other beer, the one Tigger 
would have been drinking, and I went to sit next to the girl.
“My name’s Simon,” I told her.
“Every now and then I’ve wondered, is Simon short for anything?” she asked.
“Not that I know of.”
“My name is Ali. It’s short for Alissandra.”
She wriggled her body a little as she spoke, as if the syllables she marked off with 
her tongue had come all the way up from her hips. I never thought of the bar stool as a 
phallus before, but now I saw it, the crudest of compositions, Ali wriggling with a smoky 
smile on her face atop a four foot cock.
I could hear dishes clattering, unseen, Tigger digging through them haphazardly.
“What would Simon be short for?” I asked the girl.
“Simona? Salmonella?” she replied.
“I guess if my parents named me either of those I would want to go by Simon.”
“Especially salmonella. I had that once, when I was in Cairo. I shit out whole 
chunks of food. I was delirious for days, close to dying.”
She was proud of this experience, and her pride and crudeness endeared me to 
her, made me feel like I wasn’t wasting my time.
“Do you want a drink, Alissandra?”
“Yes.”
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She turned her crossed legs toward me and we continued to talk as Charlie 
brought our drinks, who let us talk. I liked the way her brown canvas pants hid most of 
the shape of her body beneath coarse bulges and creases, her many-pierced ears, her 
muddy shoes, the way she said shit. She looked tough, which contrasted nicely with the 
context of her femininity. I thought she must be soft underneath all that, and beneath her 
softness a rigid craving, and beneath that some sort of pain, like we all have. I thought 
she might have an injury somewhere on her body, like everyone else in that bar seemed 
to possess. True historical presence. Maybe I looked for bruises beneath her makeup—I 
look now, even though I know there weren’t any.
“Tigger appears to have taken a liking to you,” she told me, poking me in the 
shoulder to emphasize the word liking.
“I had no idea,” I replied.
“Don’t worry about it.”
“Worried?” I put hand on her shoulder and leaned in so I could ask the word in a 
particular way.
“I feel sorry for the kid,” she said in my ear. “Way out here.”
“He is kind of a punk,” I reminded her.
“Well.”
“Is Charlie that kid’s father?”
She put her hand on my thigh.
“I hadn’t thought of that,” she mused.
“Charlie said he wasn’t.”
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“You think he’s lying?”
“The kid lies a lot, doesn’t he.”
She bugged out her eyes and nodded slowly, as if the lies the boy told could sink 
ships. Her breath was a little musty, not bad though. I smelled a different, throatier must 
coming off her neck.
“But then it’s understandable why he does,” she added as an afterthought.
“Do you think he’s mistreated?”
“Are you worried about him?”
“I don’t know if I should be or not. That’s what I’m asking. How do you know
him?”
“Charlie brought me here for a few days ago.”
I pulled my fingers out of her hair.
“That’s not what I expected,” I said.
“What did you expect?”
“Can I ask?”
“No. I didn’t fuck Charlie, if that’s what you think. Or Tigger. Obviously.”
“I don’t know what to think, that’s why I’m asking.”
“Relax.”
She had to lift her arm over my head to reach for her drink. Her lolling left breast 
brushed against the side of my face. She squeezed my knee between her calf and her 
thigh.
“Why would I even be jealous?” I asked myself.
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“Because you’re drunk,” she stated simply.
While we drank in silence wondered if we would have sex in my car, get any 
sleep at all. It seemed like the heart of a story I would tell later—we went back to my car 
for some sleep before leaving in the morning, but we only fucked, and then we were so 
tired for the rest of the day but we didn’t regret a thing and we rode out early anyway, 
and I let her off somewhere, and she gave me her information and I gave her mine, even 
though neither of us had any intention of calling, and that would have been the perfect 
one night stand, I tell you, because all through the Midwest I wouldn’t have been alone 
anymore. I’d have had a young woman next to me in the passenger seat, like a stack of 
hot towels with hands, and nothing to think about except what was in front of me.
Tigger appeared carrying another tray of glistening glass jars and tumblers, 
heaving the thing forward with his hips every time he took a step, those knobby elbows 
of his locked straight. He arched his back to get the thing on the counter, and I could see 
he was in a great deal of agony because he was working drunk.
“Drink some water, man!” I yelled, and Ali started to giggle.
She kissed me and I realized I was at the point where I had to think consciously 
about not throwing up, but I was enjoying myself. There was something comforting in the 
transaction, transmission, transference—I can’t think about the actual word before I start 
thinking it might have been the wrong word. I wasn’t watching Tigger anymore before I 
heard the dishes clattering again, but I’ve invented a face for him that responds to Ali and 
I. It is like milky glass, unmistakably native but not from the native tradition, a post­
modern dread of the unfair. I would draw it and people wouldn’t care and I would be
102
unable to tell—was it my lack of ability that made the thing so bland, or was it the 
conception itself?
“Free ride, huh?” he asks, scornfully.
At some point he began to break dishes back there. One after the other. The sound 
of shattering glass cut through the walls like they didn’t exist. At first Ali looked 
concerned, then she looked upset. I think it happened right around dish six. Six dishes 
was way too much. Charlie stomped out of sight. The oldtimers—I can’t see their faces.
I looked back once, while Ali was leading me away. The dishes had stopped 
shattering. I could hear either sobbing or a beating.
“You want to tell him what to do?” Ali probed. “You want to tell him what to
do?”
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Drawing Blood
“Don’t hold it like this,” Arnie told his son, indicating the rifle. “Always keep it 
close and hold it with two hands—you know, tight against your shoulder or your chest. 
And always remember where the barrel is pointing.” He waved the borrowed thirty-aught 
around like it was a sword, his son watching from where he sat with his head on his 
folded hands on the table. “And—” he opened the chamber—“always check the chamber 
for bullets before you handle a weapon. I should’ve done this first but I forgot. We’ll both 
be learning today.”
The fair-haired, serious boy blinked at him, and Arnie felt a bit red in the face. On 
top of it all, his heart beat faster with the rifle in his hands. After he closed the chamber, 
he set it on the table and put his hands into the pockets of his jacket. He wished he had 
spent a little longer watching how-to-handle-a-rifle videos on YouTube.
“I went hunting for the first time when I was your age,” he said. “Are you 
nervous?”
The boy nodded laterally, his head tilted on the uneven platform of his folded
hands.
“I was too,” said Arnie, but the boy, no longer listening, grinned past his father 
and lifted his head.
“Hey mom!” he cried.
Martha stood in the entryway with her arms crossed, a worn-out expression on her 
face. Her pajama tops were Tom and Jerry, her bottoms Sylvester and Tweetie. Arnie and
Will had gotten her—was it the top, or the bottom?—one half of the outfit several 
Christmases ago. The other half she’d worn to bed since before Arnie had met her. He 
remembered the first time he pinched her skin through those flannel cartoons, at her 
place, after their second date, but he couldn’t remember and again he thought, angrily— 
was it the top? Was it the bottom?
“Morning boys,” she said, and yawned. She slipped past Arnie and kissed the top 
of Will’s head.
“Just going over some things for safety,” said Arnie.
“Are you excited?” she asked Will.
“Not really,” the boy replied.
“Ah, Dad, does he have to go?” She squinted imploringly at Arnie, who glowered 
at her, then she turned her attention back to Will. “Come home tonight and watch TV 
with mommy. Mommy’s putting her feet in the freezer today.”
“Aren’t you feeling better, mom?”
“Oh not really honey but it’s good of you to ask.”
“Do you think there are really gonna’ be Bigfoots out there? Like, do you think 
we may see one?”
She put up her hands and made a bug-eyed, suggestive shrug.
The boy’s eyes sharpened. He had been on a Bigfoot kick ever since the 
Discovery Channel did a marathon on the subject the week before. Their refrigerator now 
bore three separate depictions of the imaginary creature, one in which human legs jutted 
from the Bigfoot’s fanged mouth. Arnie liked that one. It felt particularly boyish.
105
“Dad says we won’t shoot one unless one attacks us, but they’re supposed to be 
pretty gentle so I don’t think we’re going to shoot any,” said Will.
“That’s good to hear, honey,” said his mother.
“Yeah, but he’s ready to shoot, if he needs to,” said Arnie.
“Is what we’re doing dangerous?” asked Will.
“Sure. But you’ve got nothing to worry about. We’re going to be real safe. I just 
want you to be ready. To protect me, at least.” Arnie laughed.
Will looked uncomfortable. Martha looked angry. Arnie understood that his son 
would rather not shoot Bigfoot. For some reason this irritated the man, though he knew 
Bigfoot didn’t exist and therefore the opportunity to shoot it would never arise. Still, he 
wanted Will to buy in to the hunting narrative, even if it was just a story for story’s sake, 
to get excited about.
“Did you pack him sandwiches and milk?” asked Martha.
“Right here.”
“How long do you think you’ll be out?”
“Depends on how lucky we are.”
“How much did you pack? He’s going to be hungry again at lunch you know, and 
you’re starting off so early he might even—”
“I’ve got it covered. Don’t worry.”
“Is that the only pack you’re taking? How many sandwiches can you possibly fit 
in that thing?”
“Martha.”
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“Mom, it’s fine. I’m not a baby,” Will asserted.
Martha ruffled his wispy hair. Then she held her palm just above his head, 
levitating the creamy follicles with the magic of static attraction, peering concernedly 
down into the thick of it where, Arnie hoped, some things were beginning to add up for 
the boy.
“Don’t have too much fun,” she said, and removed her hand.
“I know,” said Will, the hair falling limp upon his head.
She stood there a second, hand curled up against her chest, with her eyes closed. 
The shadow of a sash window fell over the lower part of her face. Arnie realized she 
wanted him to say something to comfort her, which made him mad.
“Hey Will, watch me make a doll out of your mom here,” he growled, making to 
wrap her up in his arms and lift her off her feet.
She backed away before his hands could clasp behind her.
He let his hands fall.
“It’s alright. Still a little sore. Be safe.” She kissed him on the cheek.
“Sure thing,” he mumbled.
She went out of the dining room and into the kitchen.
Arnie hefted the backpack off the dining table and put it on. Then he picked up 
the rifle.
“Let’s take this stuff out to the car so we can get going,” he said.
“Is mom going to be okay?” asked Will.
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“She’ll be fine until we get back. Really, son, she probably would like the break 
from us. It’ll help her, more than it will do her harm.”
“I need to draw,” the boy blurted. He ran a finger nail through the raised grain of 
the table, looking sideways up at Arnie like the man was somehow dangerous.
Arnie was sympathetic, but also irritated.
“Well we have to go, so you can use your notepad in the car, okay?” he said.
“I’ll get carsick.”
“I’m sorry, bud, but we’ve got to get going. You can draw until you start to feel 
sick, then stop. I’ll open the window. You’ll be fine.”
“But I don’t have the pad,” the boy whined.
“Well where is it?”
“In my room.”
“Then go grab it.”
Will sulked off. Arnie hefted the rifle and the pack and followed him out of the 
dining room.
Martha stood in the kitchen examining Will’s drawings on the refrigerator, her 
Tom-and-Jerry half tucked into her Sylvester-and-Tweetie. They both listened as Will 
stomped up the steps.
“What do you suppose these mean?” she asked, gesturing to the drawings.
“Like, are they a window into our boy’s mind?” asked Arnie. “I don’t think they 
mean anything, really. These are just passing fancies. Nothing really means anything to
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boys his age. It’s what it means to be in the formative years. He’s without form. He can 
become anything.”
“I’m glad he doesn’t like guns. I can’t believe you’re taking him out to hunt 
Bigfoot. It’s bizarre, Arnie, and I think maybe unhealthy, to tell him that Bigfoots exist 
and you two are going to shoot one.”
“Really? Look at all this—” Arnie laughed, gesturing at the stegosaurus with a 
velociraptor impaled on its tail, the Terminator with his shotgun, and of course the 
Bigfoot eating a man whole. The wide, concentric curves aligned along the man’s legs 
were comic book language for this guy’s still kicking. “I went hunting when I was his 
age. It will be good to chase something together, even if we’re not going to get it. It’s 
what father’s and sons do. We’re just going through the motions, but he doesn’t need to 
know that.”
“So you’re going hiking.”
“Yes. We’re going hiking.”
The refrigerator hummed. Arnie thought, in the fluorescent light of the kitchen, 
that the lines of his son’s drawings were vibrating. Mostly, Will drew figures befitting a 
child’s hyper-associative imagination—dragons, the Riddler, their late cat JoJo, demons, 
sometimes being violent and sometimes doing something surprising and strange, like 
participating in the Mass Games of North Korea. In one that Arnie actually liked quite a 
bit, Martha and he were back to back, fighting off a flood of evil grandparents. Who’s 
this? Evil Grandpa. And this? Evil Grandma. He liked it because Arnie and Martha were 
wearing skintight black suits with lighting bolts on their shoulders. He liked it because
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his character was punching a grandma and kicking a grandpa at the same time. He liked it 
because if Martha’s parents decided to make the trip the drawing would have to come 
down.
But he struggled to show his admiration. Martha received Will’s drawings like 
blows to the head, each one wrenching paroxysms of irrational gratitude out of her. When 
Will was on a Pollock kick after a trip to the Smithsonian, he spent days throwing paint at 
paper from across the yard, and Martha would look at the pieces and tell him what she 
thought each blob and streak meant. Arnie liked them too, but he didn’t feel he could 
compete with his wife’s bald praise, and anyway he thought him or Martha, or maybe 
both of them, were failing to understand exactly what Will was doing. She’d stood with 
the pieces held out away from her, complimenting the layers of meaning, when he figured 
what their son had been experimenting with was actually the opposite of meaning, was 
random, was statement more than it was expression. Even so, Will gobbled her flattery up 
with a fat smile on his face. Arnie didn’t know how to join that kind of conversation. Will 
drew for her, not for him. No wonder she loved all his drawings equally; they were all 
love letters to her.
These thoughts kept Arnie awake at night while he was, these days, propped 
against the arm of the couch with several-year-old Travel magazines in his lap.
“Who took you hunting?” asked Martha.
“Sister Major,” said Arnie. “She was the lands keeper. She wasn’t really a sister, 
we just called her that. I don’t think her last name was really Major, either. She had 
Downs Syndrome.”
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“A father figure.”
“That’s not really true. I didn’t like her very much.” He scratched her back and 
ran his fingers through her hair.
“Will you be back for dinner?” she asked, batting his hand away with the back of
hers.
“Oh definitely.”
“Could you pick something up?”
“Could you make something? We might be out late. We’ll be tired, coming back.”
“You’ll be out anyway.”
“But what are you going to do all day?”
She leaned forward and put the splayed fingertips of one hand on the refrigerator, 
seemingly at random, half covering Will’s iridescent, fingernail polish portrait of the Pink 
Ranger. She held her hand there as if she were trying to read intensely small print, or she 
might have been scrying the future. Arnie hung back, and after an indefinite period of 
time she began to speak.
“I have this dream where I am content and no longer afraid of dying.”
“That’s nice,” said Arnie.
“No, Arnold, it’s a nightmare. The only reason I’m not afraid anymore is because 
I’m on the other side of something that hasn’t happened yet. I think back to now, to when 
things were bad but not so bad, and all I feel is a twinge of sadness and regret. Mostly 
acceptance, even gratitude. You know? It’s like hindsight, except all I know is that I’ve 
gone through a time where I couldn’t be happy at all, where for some reason suddenly I
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wanted desperately to die. I even tried to kill myself—can you imagine that? Me? I took 
pills. Stupid. I woke up in a treatment facility. I tried several more times with razors, but 
over the years in the dream I began to feel better. Now, thinking about the dream, I only 
remember the words better and content, not what they felt like, because I’ve never really 
felt them before. I recognize that in the dream, too, when I think back to now. In the 
dream I am gardening, and I am old, and there are people waiting for me to come to 
dinner but I don’t want to go because I’m enjoying myself. I wake up smiling because the 
happiness transitions with me, but very quickly I remember the cost of that happiness. It 
is a nightmare, Arnie. I don’t want to go through that much misery.”
“It’s just a dream,” said Arnie.
“Even when I’m awake I think I feel it coming.”
“Nothing’s coming.”
“Nothing’s going to make sense if something horrible doesn’t happen.”
“Nothing ever has to make sense. It’s just a dream. It doesn’t mean anything. 
You’re fooling yourself if you think it means anything at all. And if you’re going to insist 
that you’re dreaming about the future, then isn’t the dream good news? You survive.”
Martha leaned back so that Arnie could hold her, but he was irritated so he pushed 
her upright with his hands. Then he second-guessed himself and began to rub her 
shoulder blades with small mechanical circles of his fingertips.
“Can I come to bed, tonight?” he asked.
“Only if you promise to not touch me, or talk to me, or to make me think that you 
are in the same room or house at all,” she said.
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Arnie lifted his hands away, feeling guilty but also frustrated. She never let him 
make amends. That made her just as responsible as he was for this bull shit.
“Are you hurting still? Is that what’s making you act this way?”
“I don’t trust myself to tell if it hurts anymore,” she sighed.
He laughed cruelly.
“Maybe you’re crazy.”
She laughed too and wiped her eyes and sneered.
“I’ll wave to you from the window.”
She walked in the direction of the bedroom, her feet making clammy farting 
noises on the linoleum as she picked them up and set them down, bathrobe drawn tightly 
around her, a milk carton dangling from one cold white hand at her side.
Arnie watched after her until she disappeared. Then he took the thermos to the 
coffeepot and filled it. He’d made too much. There was enough coffee left over for 
another cup. He poured the remainder into the sink and then ran the sink to wash out any 
of the residue the coffee left behind. He realized he really did want to find a Bigfoot and 
kill it with his son, not just piggyback the story of the thing but to actually do it. They 
would mount him in the bedroom on the bed, like a giant teddy bear, that could comfort 
Martha while she lay there all day, then give her nightmares while she slept.
When he turned, he saw that Will was standing behind him, holding up the 
notepad like it was a magic lamp that could get them all whatever they wanted. Arnie did 
not take the notepad away, even though right then he knew it wasn’t good for the boy.
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The boy said nothing. His expression read, are you happy now motherfucker?
How about we hurry up and do what you want to do? Behind the notepad his wrists
pressed against one another, like he was handcuffed. Or praying.
* * *
Arnie took exit 205 and in the distance there appeared a dark fuzzy line where the 
wheat fields ended. Beyond that, the transparent blue silhouettes of the Rocky Mountains, 
like vague memories demarcating the air. Sometimes when he was driving toward them, 
on his way to Spokane or some other eastern destination, he felt like his home was up in 
those mountains, even though he’d never lived there. It was the thing with him—the 
absence of a sense of home—that made people trust him even upon first meeting him, but 
also made him most uncomfortable around the people who knew him best. At his 
engineering firm he’d been promoted far above where his education should’ve got him, 
not because he was especially good at his job but, he thought, because he felt so much 
more comfortable in relationships with clearly defined parameters, which he found were 
abundant away from home.
“Dad?”
Arnie blinked, and remembered that he and the boy were having a conversation, 
though he couldn’t remember what had begun it nor what the boy had just said. He didn’t 
know what to say immediately, either, to keep the conversation going, though it was what 
he wanted.
“What do you like to think?” he asked, finally.
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“I think it’s cooler if we don’t know about a bunch of them than if we didn’t 
know about one of them,” replied Will, his face and words mashed against the window 
where he propped his head. “I like to think they’re all out there watching us. Making 
plans. Trying to communicate. Like, they have a society, and a government, and they all 
meet around a stone table to discuss the future of their race.”
“Yeah. That is cooler.”
“If just one Bigfoot attacks, I think we have a chance. But if a whole bunch of 
them ambush us, then we’re in trouble aren’t we?”
“Probably.”
“What if there was a huge Bigfoot uprising, and it turned out that they were just 
as smart as we were, and then there are Bigfoot drone bombers dropping bombs on 
Seattle and a whole bunch of Bigfoot troops marching out of the Cascades and the 
Rockies. It would be kinda’ like a civil war, but not.”
“Uh huh.”
“I wonder which side the Indians would choose.”
“Probably with Bigfoot.”
“Yeah I think so too. It’s their right, you know? We kinda’ deserve it.”
“Yeah, we’re pretty fucked up.”
The boy giggled nervously in response to the swear word, and Arnie felt a 
familiar hollow pride. There was at least one way he could consistently make his son 
laugh.
115
For miles very little changed. It all looked and basically was the same in the 
Palouse—wheat fields on hills for hundreds of miles in every direction, like tan corduroy 
stitched over a lumpy mattress. A couple times they passed dead deer on the side of the 
road and neither of them said anything. The sight of the partially crushed animal 
carcasses embarrassed them.
“If Bigfoot attacked us, would you shoot him?” asked Arnie out of the blue.
“Yeah,” said the boy.
“What if Bigfoot didn’t attack us, and was out in a field minding his own 
beeswax, but I told you to shoot him—would you shoot him then? Mom wouldn’t want 
you to shoot him, but I would. What would you do? Would you shoot him?”
“Yeah.”
“Would you rather draw a picture of Bigfoot, with him standing out there minding 
his own beeswax, than shoot him? Even if I told you to shoot him?”
The boy looked unsure and said nothing.
“It’s okay,” said Arnie. “Maybe you can draw a picture of the Bigfoot while I 
shoot it. I wouldn’t want you to do anything that you didn’t want to do. I just want you to 
enjoy yourself. I would like to talk with you. We don’t talk very much. It’s my fault. I 
don’t know what to say. Could you enjoy this? For me? What do you want to do?
Really.”
Will looked uncomfortable.
“I kinda’ want to go home,” he said.
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“Don’t tell me it’s because of your mother. I told you she’s fine. I wouldn’t lie to
you.”
“Okay. Jeez. I knew you weren’t lying me,” Will sneered, and then laughed and 
looked away.
Arnie considered himself to be a fantastic liar. He felt like he lied continuously, 
even when he was honest. All day he pretended to be a human being, walking through the 
street, watching all the real human beings for cues to their shared ongoing story. It was all 
about the seeming seamlessness, while ignoring the fact that there was no past, no future, 
no continuity, no sense, only a series of unrelated actions in vacuum. Did he deserve, was 
it fair, was this logical? No—luck, good or bad, explained nothing, but was all.
“It’s not the flu,” he said, exhaling, excited.
“I know,” murmured the boy.
Arnie pulled over and put his hand on his son’s head. The action didn’t feel 
performative, which surprised him out of his self-confidence and made him forget what 
he was going to say.
“What.. .what are you thinking about all of this?” he asked.
“It isn’t rabies,” said the boy. “I looked that up on Wikipedia, and the symptoms 
aren’t right. She wouldn’t be able to drink water.”
“Yeah,” said Arnie. “You don’t have to worry about rabies.”
“What about the Hanta Virus?”
“They don’t have that, here.”
“Is it cancer?” Will whispered the word.
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Arnie cursed a few times under his breath, causing the boy to look down at his 
own lap and sob. For some reason, the sob drew Arnie’s attention to the radio, which up 
until then he’d thought was off but turned out to be on very low volume—Tom Petty over 
tinny strumming, that song about falling that everyone knew by heart.
“Stop it,” he told the boy. He was conscious of the angle of his own head. If he 
tilted it back and closed his eyes, he would inspire more trust. “She’s not sick at all.”
The boy squinted at him.
“What do you mean?”
Arnie sighed.
“I think she’s made it all up.”
“She isn’t sick?”
“I don’t think so.”
“You don’t think so?”
“She points and says it hurts, and the doctors find nothing.”
“Where does it hurt?”
Arnie showed him. Will sniffled. Tom Petty sounded pretty accepting of it all.
“I want to talk to her,” said the boy.
“No, Will. We’re more than halfway there. We can’t go back when we’re more 
than halfway there. We’ll come back tonight. She’s fine, between now and then.”
“Call her.”
“We don’t have reception here, and we won’t until we hit Richland again on the 
way back.”
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“You’re lying.”
Arnie turned on the boy.
“No, your mother is the one who’s lying. The thing that’s hard is she maybe can’t 
help it. It’s like she’s riding some kind of wave, and everything around her looks like its 
moving and inconsistent and ready to betray her, but really it’s just her. She’s paranoid. 
It’s what paranoid people do is find things to be afraid of that aren’t there. It is sick, your 
mom is sick, but she doesn’t need your pity. You don’t need to be around that all the 
time. You can’t see it but she’s taking advantage of you. I hate that you don’t 
understand.”
Will kicked the glove box. His leg was exactly the right length to make his knee 
and the plastic snap at the same time.
“Will!”
Will kicked the glove box again. His chin was sucked into his chest and his 
shoulders were high up around his ears, like he was trying to turtle his head within his 
body.
“Will, I swear, if you do that a g a in .”
Will kicked the glove box again, and Arnie pulled over to the side of the road. An 
electric yellow car honked its horn and whooshed past. Will unbuckled his seatbelt and 
opened the door, but Arnie grabbed him by the wrist before he could get away. The boy 
scratched and flailed, but his muscles were weak and his fingernails flimsy. Arnie 
dragged the boy out of the passenger seat and into his lap, accidentally disengaging the 
emergency break in the process. For a few seconds the boy sobbed against Arnie’s chest,
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where the older man held him tenderly. Arnie remembered wanting to be held as a boy, 
and that when he was finally held with any real feeling it didn’t measure up. He couldn’t 
stop thinking, I ’m being held, I ’m being held, and the thinking about it made the 
experience more conceptual, less felt. When he was older he decided finally that he didn’t 
like being held, because it was always the same disappointment. But holding his son— 
that was different. Holding Will fulfilled him. He could stay there forever or they could 
turn back and go home—either would have worked for him. The boy cried against his 
chest and he no longer felt the need for Bigfoot to exist.
And they both noticed that the car was rolling forward into the ditch.
Shouting, Arnie grabbed the wheel and stomped on the brakes, causing the car to 
lurch and the boy to pitch forward head first into the steering wheel. The horn barked. 
While Arnie was still stunned, Will rolled out of the still ajar passenger door.
Arnie yanked the emergency break, undid his seatbelt and jumped out of the car, 
preparing to chase his son down the highway.
“Where are you going? Get back here!” he called.
“I just wanted to get outside! Jeez!” cried the boy. He stood next to the car 
touching the center of his forehead, pivoting on the heels of his feet, still crying.
“I thought you were going to run away.”
“Yeah? Where would I go?”
“I’m sorry.”
The boy stood on one side of the car, rubbing his face, and the father stood on the 
other side of the car, not knowing what to do. Tom Petty crooned. Cars whooshed past.
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The mountains were a dark textured wall, now, and Arnie realized they were most 
welcoming to him when they were shimmering, indefinite.
Arnie went around the car with his arms out wide, inviting Will back to the wet 
spot on his chest where just a minute ago he’d been crying, but the boy moved around to 
the other side of the car.
“Will, please.”
Will shook his head, and Arnie stopped trying. A few minutes later, the crying 
stopped and they both got back into the car.
“We won’t stay out all day,” he said, starting the car, wiping at the stain on his 
shirt. “I’m sorry I yelled.”
“I know.”
“We’ll stay out until noon. Then go back and have a talk. We need to have a talk. 
With mom. All three of us.”
“I know.”
Arnie smiled graciously, but Will wouldn’t look at him.
Back on the road, Arnie began to look around for a landmark close by to point the 
car toward, anything he could show his son and tell him, that’s it. That’s where we ’re 
going. But it was all the same in the Palouse. And across the Palouse, the mountains 
materialized by layers as they grew closer, so that details of the closer peaks emerged as 
the silhouettes of more peaks appeared above and behind them, and Arnie realized that he 
was driving from one endless heterogeneity to another. He could keep driving all the way 
to the Eastern Shore, and they could both stare out across the thousands of miles of
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Oceans and foreign continents at their own backs. He felt despondent, but at the same 
time the pointlessness of movement was strangely comforting to him. He was 
accustomed, to what he couldn’t figure, but beside him the boy was as vulnerable to it as 
an open wound.
After sullen inactivity, the boy pulled out his notepad and drew the same Bigfoot 
over and over again, trying to get some mysterious feature correct and failing endlessly. 
The crumpled up rejects collected around his feet. Watching his son, Arnie wished he 
could just turn around and head home.
“What are you trying to do?” he asked the boy. “All those really do look fine to 
me. You’re a good artist, Will. I’m proud of you, you know, you and your art. What are 
you trying to get right? What’s wrong with those?”
“It’s a dream,” the boy murmured.
“Dream?”
“Yeah. I have it every now and then.”
“Tell me about it. Describe it to me. You know, I don’t have dreams very often. I 
think it’s because—well, I don’t know why. I like it, though, when people describe their 
dreams to me.”
The boy drew lightly, with big sweeping motions that originated at his elbow. Out 
of the corner of his eye, it seemed to Arnie that the Bigfoot was the same as all the others, 
tall and dark and emerging from behind something, a hurt expression on its Chewbacca- 
like face.
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“It’s like I’m waking up,” murmured the boy, finally, “but of course I’m still in 
the dream, and there’s this huge snoring sound coming from the foot of my bed. It’s so 
loud it’s woke me up, and I’m really mad, so I reach over the side of the bed and smack 
the thing real hard. And then it stands up, and it’s Bigfoot. It takes forever for him to 
stand up all the way because he’s so tall. He’s upset because I’ve been ignoring him. He 
cries. I stand up in my bed and he’s still taller than me but I’m just so mad at him for 
waking me up, it’s happened every night, and every time I’m madder, he keeps waking 
me up with that snoring of his, and at the same time he’s mad at me for ignoring him. He 
tells me to
Go to hell because he doesn’t love me anymore 
and I’m like
You are so loud. I  don’t even want you here 
and he lies, says he doesn’t snore. So I stab him in the chest with a giant pen, and he falls 
backwards. But he doesn’t die. He just lies there crying. And I’m mad at myself, and sad, 
but I’m still angry. I’m so angry that even though I’m really mad at myself for stabbing 
him I hope that he doesn’t get up. And then he dies, and I remember that I’m just very 
sad all the time anyway, except now I’m sad and I’m awake and I’m alone and it’s quiet.” 
“Wow,” said Arnie after a while. “Is it a nightmare?”
The boy crumpled up another drawing, then put his head between his knees.
“It isn’t that bad,” he said. “Mostly it’s just annoying.”
“I didn’t know you went through anything like that ever. Do you talk to mom 
about these things? Do you not like talking to me about them?”
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“Leave me alone.”
“I just wanted you to know the truth. I thought one of us should be honest with
you.”
Will didn’t respond.
They passed the edge of the easternmost wheat field and Arnie saw the first 
conifer within the same mile. For a period it seemed they were in the Mohave desert, 
surrounded by sand dunes, but then the dunes broke upon a series of upraised basalt 
bluffs and then the ubiquitous blue sage covered everything. The road began to angle 
down into the river valley that separated them from the mountains, and then Arnie saw 
the westernmost erratics, basalt boulders the size of houses, in a cluster, jutting from a 
cleft in the very bank they descended. Erratics, as their name implied, didn’t belong in the 
Palouse, and after hours of wheat field monotony they were weirdly entrancing.
“Will. Hey Will look. You know what those are?” Arnie pointed. When Will 
didn’t move he jabbed the boy in the shoulder.
Will lifted his head and peered out the window, his red eyes nearly swollen shut. 
“They’re old Bigfoot buildings,” said Arnie. “Ruins. This was the site of a 
Bigfoot city. Didn’t they cover that, on those shows you watch?”
The boy shook his head.
“They’re just boulders carried off the mountains by floods thousands of years ago. 
My teacher said so.”
“Yeah, that’s how they got in the area. But Bigfoot used them to make buildings. 
Look at that over there. It’s like Stonehenge.”
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The boy sat up and pressed his face against the window to look.
“No,” he said.
“Yeah,” said Arnie, grinning like an idiot.
“I don’t believe you.”
Arnie remembered a story around the orphanage, when he was a boy, that the 
erratics were from the asteroid belt, and that Indians had dug them up and organized them 
in circles because they thought the boulders were holy. It seemed so exotic now—Arnie 
missed believing that they were from space. He couldn’t remember when he learned 
otherwise.
“That’s it,” he said. “That’s where we’re going.”
“What time is it?” demanded Will.
“It’s ten.”
“Only ten?”
“We have a couple hours to get out there and back. We’re going to find a real live 
Bigfoot.”
Will rolled his eyes.
“A live model. I want you to draw him for me,” continued Arnie. “Hunting was a 
bad idea. I apologize for that. I doubt I would have known what to do, with a Bigfoot 
bearing down on us. Probably would have gotten both our faces torn off. How many 
drawings exist of Bigfoot where the person actually saw Bigfoot?”
“Does it matter?”
“We’ll be famous. We’ll be on the Discovery Channel.”
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“Bigfoot isn’t even supposed to really exist.”
“What? We’re totally going to find one.”
Arnie wondered what he was trying to maintain. Was it illusion in the absence of 
fidelity? Stories were better than real life at making sense, that’s why real life kept 
breaking all the best stories down. It disappointed him to remember that the rocks didn’t 
come from space but in fact only came from the mountains. It was essential that the boy 
believe him about Bigfoot.
Arnie knew better than to cast predictions too far ahead, or even to decide what 
was and wasn’t real. Things never added up the way he expected, not once in his life. It 
was the difference between reality and story. There were always battles coming that no 
one understood or was prepared for.
Who was to say it wasn’t once some ancient Indian cathedral, that even the 
Indians forgot? Or perhaps the Bigfoot really did convene there, around a stone table. 
Arnie figured the world had forgotten many things. The thought gave him hope for the 
future.
He needed the boy to love him more than he loved his mother.
The boy sighed. He looked very tired, already, and Arnie knew this was just the 
beginning for him.
“And then we can go home?”
“And then we can go home.”
*  *  *
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They climbed a dry hillside, skirting the basalt face and sometimes leaning upon 
its hexagonal protrusions for support when the loess beneath their feet gave way. Arnie 
disliked the soft, unreliable earth and the dead sage brush that cut into his hands. He told 
Will to stop, and they sat back against the slope, panting, him worse than the boy.
The two ate quietly. The cluster of erratics was a football field off, now, 
encircling an empty space.
The boy pointed at the gun.
“Why did you bring that?”
“They may still attack. We need this for protection.”
“I thought we’d be closer to the mountains,” said the boy, looking up at them as 
he spoke, popping a grape into his mouth. “I’ve never heard of any Bigfoot not being in 
the mountains.”
“Maybe that’s why no one’s ever got real good footage of one,” said Arnie. 
“They’re looking in the wrong place.”
“Uh huh.”
Arnie held the gun out for Will to hold. The boy hesitated before he took it, then 
held it above his lap, his small arms shivering against its weight.
“Easy,” said Arnie.
Will laid the gun in his lap.
“It’s heavy,” he said.
“Are you afraid of it?”
127
“No.”
“Hold it up like I showed you. You know how. You know how to aim, too.”
“I don’t want to shoot anything alive.”
“You won’t have to.”
“I don’t like guns.”
“I’m proud of you for that. Really, I am.”
Will held the gun up to his shoulder.
“You can pull the trigger if you want,” said Arnie.
Will said nothing.
“There’s nothing out here to hit except those rocks,” Arnie continued, guiding the 
barrel around until it was pointed at the erratics. “The Bigfoot saw us coming miles away. 
If they were even out there, they left long ago.”
“Bigfoot doesn’t exist,” said Will.
“Right,” said Arnie.
“Won’t we get in trouble?” asked Will.
“Nah. Trust your old man.”
The wind picked up.
“Okay.”
Will pulled the trigger, and a few seconds after he did Arnie realized he was 
watching his son so closely that he didn’t notice the sound, even the action of the shot. 
Sometimes when Arnie drove long distances he would wake up, suddenly, in much the 
same way, realizing that he did not remember the last few miles, that somewhere a few
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miles back the road had hypnotized him. That was how he felt when he realized he didn’t 
know anything but the echo of his son’s shot. He felt brought out of hypnosis. The feeling 
unsettled him.
His son offered him the gun.
“Did you hit it?” he asked Will.
The boy withdrew the gun halfway.
“I don’t know,” he said. “My ears are ringing.”
Arnie realized his ears were ringing, too. He could barely understand the boy’s 
words over the sound.
“Do you want me to try again?” asked the boy. He looked uncertain.
“Forget it. It’s too far,” said Arnie. “I don’t even know how we would be able to 
tell, without walking closer.”
“Wait, let me try again.”
Whatever had been uncertain in the boy resolved into something steely. Inside, 
Arnie thrilled.
“Fine. But aim for something specific, up there, so we can walk up and try to find 
the bullet hole. Okay?”
“Okay.”
Arnie grinned and held his hands over his ears. When the boy fired, this time, 
Arnie made sure to notice every little detail, from the way the boy’s hair wisped up into 
his eyes when he relaxed after the recoil to the smile on his face when he handed back the 
gun.
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When they entered the erratics they found a gutshot deer. All of its intestines were 
torn out, the ends of some of them tangled around its hind legs. The dust between the 
rocks was thin, like talcum powder, and it seemed as undisturbed in most places as the 
lunar surface. But in the dirt, around where the deer lay, there were swirls spreading 
outward from the inert body like the petals of a flower.
It was dead. It had struggled mightily, succeeding only in tearing its own guts out
and .
“Was it the first shot, or the second?” asked Will.
“I don’t know.”
They looked for the second bullet hole in the side of the boulder that the boy said 
he’d aimed at, but they found nothing. Arnie told him that he’d probably aimed high— 
it’d looked like he was aiming high, come to think of it—and that it was probably the first 
shot, not the second, that had been so unlucky.
“Can we eat him or something?” asked Will.
“We’d have to cut him up to carry him out of here. I don’t know how to do that.”
“What were you going to do with the Bigfoot that you shot?”
“Bigfoot are easy. It’s just like dissecting a man. All the parts are in the same 
places. I’m not a doctor, but I know what parts of me would taste good. As to a deer—I 
don’t know the first thing.”
“You’re lying again.”
“Am not.”
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And then the cell phone began to ring. Arnie let it go for awhile, but Will was 
glaring at him and he hated to feel cornered by the little kid, so he answered it.
“Hello lovely,” said Arnie.
“What’s wrong?” asked Martha.
“Nothing’s wrong. Well—Will is upset. He accidentally shot a deer.”
“Oh?”
Arnie thought she sounded so mildly surprised.
“Yeah,” he said.
“Jesus. Arnold.”
“Yeah.”
“Is he there?”
“Mom!”
The boy took the phone and Arnie went to sit next to the dead deer. I hate you, he 
thought. After awhile, he heard the boy behind him, and the cell phone was on his 
shoulder again.
“Martha?”
“It’s over, Arnie, if it wasn’t already. And you know what? I  feel good.”
The receiver clicked off. Arnie put the phone away in his breast pocket and patted 
the bulge it made there.
“Do you hate me?” he asked.
Will said nothing.
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“You know. This really is kind of beautiful,” said Arnie, gesturing to the deer and 
the swirls in the dirt around it.
“It makes me want to throw up,” said Will.
“I think it would make a good drawing.”
“Yeah. Maybe.”
Arnie stood and walked around the deer. They were stalling. Even Will didn’t 
seem too eager to go home now. Arnie stood above it and craned his neck..
“You should draw this,” he said..
“I don’t want to.”
“Look at it, it’s like a story of why we should never go hunting again. It’s terrible, 
but it’s so clear. I don’t have a clue how to get this home, Will. It’s just going to sit here 
and rot. We have to remember it somehow.”
“I couldn’t find whether it was the first or second shot,” murmured the boy. “I 
don’t know if I killed it the first time or if I killed it the second time. If it was the second 
time, it was my fault.”
Arnie felt sorry for his son.
“It wasn’t your fault,” he said, pulling the notepad out of the pack, and then 
reaching it out to the boy. “Maybe it will make you feel better.”
But Will wouldn’t take the pad from him. He just sat there, staring at the deer 
with tears in his eyes.
Frustrated, Arnie flung the notepad at the boy and then stood to get the rifle and 
the can of sterno out of his backpack. The sterno itself surprised him—he had never used
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it before—because it was jelly and not liquid. He smeared it all over the stock of the rifle, 
which he knew now he would never return to its owner but he could afford to buy a 
replacement. He needed to show his son something—a spectacle of some sort in order to 
reach him.
“What are you doing?” asked the boy.
“Art.”
Arnie struck a match, and flames climbed up the rifle’s body quickly, so he flung 
the weapon at the deer’s body, sort of not planning it but happy how it turned out 
anyway. The thirty-aught hit the deer and spun away, sweeping a new spiral in the dirt 
just to the right and then coming to rest. The flames climbed higher as the weapon itself 
began to burn.
“I call it, Fuck Hunting,” said Arnie.
He looked to Will but the boy didn’t laugh. The smell of cooking meat began to 
waft within the circle of boulders. It was remarkably tight in there. He could only see 
little shafts of light from the world around them, like they were in a giant stone room. 
Who was to say it wasn’t once some ancient Indian cathedral, that even the Indians 
forgot? Or perhaps the Bigfoot really did convene there, around a stone table. Arnie 
figured the world had forgotten many things. The thought gave him hope for the future.
And then there was a huge bang and a high-pitched, ratchety whine. Arnie fell to 
his knees and covered the sides of his face. Splinters of stone filled the air. He closed his 
eyes as the bullet ricocheted all around him. He opened them in time to see his son sitting 
with his legs crossed, the pen behind his ear, the notebook in his lap closed.
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Can’t it be Funny
He didn’t seem to remember his promise to me, or at least the spirit of his promise 
to me, when he came to my door covered in blood. I want to be mad and I can be mad 
about it now. He got blood all over the new rug, all over my new sofa, all over my new 
house, and of course he’d hit his head pretty hard, and of course I was telling him not to 
worry about a thing because I knew things were just things and nothing more. There was 
the spirit of thankfulness and charity to think of and it is not things. It doesn’t respond to 
the physical world or its objects or the stains upon them. It is the sacred church, with 
beams of thoughtfulness and vaulted ceilings in which all whose hands are raised are 
seen. This is what Mom-Mom taught me once, when she held up her hands to show how 
impossible it was to trace prayer in the air, which brought us to laughing.
The church for which everything must be sacrificed, because everything but the 
church is inadequate. I can’t help feeling unsure about that now.
Peter did eventually come to his senses enough to sit up and hold the dish towel to 
his head by himself, and when he did he removed his jacket to put underneath him, so 
that he didn’t bleed too much more on my sofa. His face was swells upon swells, worse 
on the right side, which was unrecognizable as a face because the swellings had 
swallowed up all of his features, and there were gashes upon the swellings too, countless 
lipless mouths dribbling blood all down his neck and the front of his oxford shirt, pooling 
between the cushions of my sofa..
“Peter, damn it. Don’t worry about the couch. Lay back or I will kick you where 
you haven’t already been beaten,” I told him, if I am to be completely honest.
“I don’t want to mess up your things,” he gurgled, even his words constrained by 
the swellings. He tried to smile, to sit up again, but I forced him back down.
“Your parents are coming, the police too. It’s good I live here now or you’d be 
clear across town from everybody.”
He shook his head, and I knew to hold him down before he even tried to sit up 
because he was like a second son to me since he said what he had at Jacob’s funeral—or 
so Benoit told me about myself.
No cops, Peter made me understand.
He didn’t seem afraid, but I was. I probably saw Jacob lying there instead of 
him—I don’t know how to do that, anymore. I imagined what he might have done that 
would make him say no to the police, and it was as if apples were falling up all of a 
sudden, because I realized part of something I only fully understood later: Peter might 
have done anything and, in retrospect, I would’ve thought I should’ve seen it coming.
“What did you do?” I asked him.
I let him sit up this time. He was smiling with the side of his mouth that still 
worked, and he hugged me. It wasn’t the hug of someone needing comfort—I know that 
hug from my late Benoit, who laid that one on me more than I cared for.
“I found him,” Peter mumbled into my ear,.
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“Who?” I asked, embracing him tightly, waiting for the heave that expelled 
whatever pain had been pounded into him. But that never came. Instead Peter began to 
cry for thankfulness, repeating, in his strangled voice as we held each other,
“He’s in me. I found him. He’s in me. I found him. He’s in me.”
“That’s good, honey. That’s good.”
“I went out looking for him. I demanded...”
Oh, realized. He’s talking about God.
“He only comes to those who are open to Him,” I recited. I had told this to him 
many times. Mostly, it irritated him every time. But now he was sitting forward, already 
nodding before the words got out of my mouth because he knew what I was going to say.
“Yes! That’s it exactly! I had to open. I had to break myself open. All this time, I 
was searching for him in words. We talked about the Word. Circling, circling.” He pulled 
away from me, shaking his head. “People treat the theory of relativity like it’s an 
explanation, when there’s the light itself. Words are inadequate. We are inadequate, too. 
All those talks we had? About a finger, pointing at the moon.”
“What is it? What finger?”
“I continued to fall, after my body stopped. Through the earth. But he caught me, 
and warmth filled up every part of my body and it was me and it was God. I could feel 
hands on my face. The hands of God, but they were my hands. At the same time I felt the 
absolute distinction between him and myself. He occupied me. I was overthrown.”
At first I was jealous.
“Did you speak to Him? Did he speak to you?” I asked.
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His single open eye lit up.
“God doesn’t use or listen to words. They’re clumsy. He filled me, understand? I 
felt his will, and it’s resolution was all the atoms of the universe across and all of time 
tall. There isn’t a word for everything. Already, I’ve lost so much of it. There’s not 
enough resolution to remember it right. It feels, sometimes, like it didn’t happen.”
“Where?”
“The Stripping Cliffs.”
“Peter. I am happy for you. But I want to call the police.”
“I told you it’s fine,” he said, going to collect his jacket from the couch. I could 
hear how soaked it was with blood, when he picked it up. I can still hear it.
“It’s not fine, Peter,” I told him, losing my temper. “You’re going to have to go to 
the hospital anyway and they’re going to need an explanation. They may even call the 
police themselves. I certainly would like an explanation. If there’s some reason we 
shouldn’t call the police, I’d better hear it first, right now, before they do. Why were you 
all the way out at the Stripping Cliffs? You have a new girlfriend? I would prefer that.”
“I’m not in trouble, Mrs. Bealy.”
He appeared grateful for my worry and yet above it, like a saint forgiving his 
torturer—all of it only heightened my own fear. Applies falling up—where were the 
locusts? Where were what was promised? I was surprising myself, more than he was 
surprising me.
“No one hurt me, Mrs. Bealy,” he said.
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The day after Jacob’s funeral, I played the same board game by myself for hours. 
Benoit, my husband, came to check on me almost every ten minutes. He was dying, 
himself, the arrival and departure of each of his visits to me announced by his squeaky 
wheelchair. I was on my knees at our coffee table, and I envisioned my legs falling off. I 
told Benoit I couldn’t feel them, and I laughed at the prospect of the both of us scooting 
around in wheelchairs.
“What board game is that?” he asked me, kindly ignoring my hysteria.
“I think it may be several board games,” I told him. “I found them all in a box. I 
have no idea what I’m doing.”
I rolled the dice and moved my piece, unfortunately landing on the Downsize tile, 
which moved all of the other pieces up three spaces.
“Where did we get this? I don’t remember this,” said Benoit.
“Do you want to play?”
I felt in some way I was asking too much of him, and I could see it in his face that 
I was, though neither of us understood; I think what it is that remains at stake after a child 
dies is trivial, you know its trivial, but still it is all consuming. I couldn’t stop playing that 
mangled board game. Benoit couldn’t stop going off by himself and then returning to 
check on me.
Benoit played with me anyway though. We couldn’t tell when either of us won, so 
at some point I guess we just stopped playing. The thing that is in the memory but didn’t 
seem so significant in the moment was the Ouija board in the bottom of the box. I don’t
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know if Benoit saw it; I decided to ignore it. I thought if I looked at it too long I would be 
twisted into something that wasn’t me any longer.
“I don’t blame you, you know. Of course you blame yourself, but you shouldn’t,” 
said Benoit, lapping me on the game board.
“I didn’t take it seriously,” I confessed under my breath.
“You only would’ve scared him.”
“I feel like I didn’t take any of it seriously. Like I wasn’t his mother but someone 
paid to care about him.”
“When more time has passed, you will remember more clearly.”
“That doesn’t make sense.”
“None of it makes sense. The Collier boy infuriated me.”
“Really? I was grateful.”
Benoit stared.
“I invited the Colliers over, to show that we’re all still friends,” he said.
That’s right. The reason we stopped was so that I could make dinner.
When we packed up the box again, I was forced to look at the Ouija board until it 
was completely covered by the random game pieces. For the next few days I was worried 
that I’d looked at the thing for too long, that I had crossed some sort of exposure 
threshold and I was going to change, inexorably, into something lacking the awareness 
necessary for self-hatred. Eventually, of course, I forgot about the board, Benoit passed 
away, and I got a significant promotion at work. Years passed before I thought of the 
Ouija board again—in fact I was using my Le Crueset Dutch oven which I had only just
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purchased, listening as the meat began to sizzle, when I suddenly I thought of the Ouija 
board again. The memory arose unbidden, terrifying me.
I thought I remembered the box with the Ouija board moving, me struggling to 
ignore it, to rationalize what was taking place, when really it was Jacob trying to 
communicate with me. I thought I remembered Benoit screaming at me to roll the dice.
He was waiting. He was dying. I’ll give Jacob a hug when I see him, Sue, just stop 
wasting my fucking time.
But then I remembered where the box had come from, and somehow this was 
worse. It was there when we bought the place, the one thing that the old owners hadn’t 
moved out. We couldn’t tell if they’d meant to throw it away or take it, because the box 
was on the floor by the front door, the one Benoit carried me through. We put the box in 
the closet, even though we said we were going to throw it away.
All my life this deep dread of things to come, built out of half-remembered, 
misremembered things of the past, as if every toy out of place in my daughter’s room, 
which I don’t clean even though she’s at college now, is a finger pointing to the future.
Mr. and Mrs. Collier came to see me a little after their son was discharged from 
the hospital. He was tall and thin and his hair was shaggy but his beard was immaculate; 
her hair was thick and black and she was thick herself, for a yoga instructor. We sat in my 
dining room, in which I’ve brought together where I come from in the form of things I 
collected over the years—my sandalwood cross, which Taebrook made for me in church 
camp; a mask from Ghana, where I get my blood and where I returned for a summer to
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do AIDS education when I was the age Taebrook is now; a birch bark basket of the 
Ojibwe people, to whom my mother’s ancestors were once slaves and to which I now, 
theoretically, belonged.
“His brain is no longer enflamed, but the delusions persist,” said Mr. Collier.
“Honey, delusions is a strong word,” said Mrs. Collier.
“He’s still different than he was,” Mr. Collier amended, and Mrs. Collier nodded 
after a hesitation.
“Peter’s going to be all right, though?” I asked.
Mrs. Collier smiled gratefully, but I sensed it was mostly a posture like sometimes 
praying could be.
“He’s still tired a lot of the time,” she said. “But he’s talking more, and he’s 
definitely more active. He reads all the time.”
“Thank God,” I intoned under my breath.
Mr. Collier stood and turned in circles beside his chair like he’d lost his keys, but 
the expression on his face was that of a haunted man. Then he turned to me and punched 
his pointer finger down on the table in front of me.
“He told us he’s been talking to you.”
“Don,” exhaled his wife, covering her eyes.
“He asked me,” I told them, glaring back into his eyes because I felt mad instead 
of comforting, which isn’t uncommon for me but in this instance was so for particular 
reasons I wonder now if I should be embarrassed by. “And he asked me not to tell you.”
“You converted him,” the man exclaimed, spitting the word.
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“Sit down, Mr. Collier. I will not talk to you like this.”
“Don.”
The man quivered, his eyes large and unseeing, and then he sat down next to his 
wife who was covering her eyes still, which meant she was probably crying.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to disrespect your beliefs,” the man mumbled, staring at 
the table. Neither of them would look at me, but it wasn’t because I disgusted them—they 
seemed embarrassed to be so angry.
“You didn’t,” I assured him.
He attempted to organize the issue into bullet points on the table with his hands.
“We’re just trying to understand where this all began, because we didn’t see it 
coming. At all.”
“What has he told you? About what we talked about, and about what he was 
going through?”
Mr. Collier threw up his hands and smiled, completely flabbergasted.
“He talks about one thing, now. Everything else is just before.”
“Before he found God, you mean,” I filled in.
“Are you happy? For him?” asked Mrs. Collier out of the blue, dropping her hand. 
Her heavy features, puffed up and reddened and glossed over by her crying, reminded me 
of Peter’s when came to my door.
“I am sorry how it came about,” I said, carefully.
“He could have killed himself.”
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“It was a miracle he didn’t—but I know you don’t see it that way, which I 
respect.”
“No.” She shook her head. “You would be fucking mistaken if you thought I saw 
things that way.”
“He was unhappy. His depression didn’t come from nowhere,” said Mr. Collier, 
shaking his flabbergasted face at the wall.
“Or, necessarily, from God,” added Mrs. Collier.
“Well, it had to come from somewhere. He was a stable system, and then 
suddenly there was instability.”
“Do you think God was there before he picked up the rock?” Mrs. Collier asked
me.
“We have been blaming ourselves, too. It’s only natural,” said Mr. Collier, his 
voice so reasonable, his eyes still smiling oddly.
“Or do you think God showed up after he jumped off the cliff?” continued Mrs. 
Collier. “You know six of his front teeth were gone? He had his mouth open when he hit 
the ground. Maybe he was screaming or maybe...he was thanking God.”
“I don’t know any of that,” I told them. “I know he wasn’t happy. He felt like he 
was missing something.”
“So you took him to God.”
“I’m just as disturbed as you, I promise. If you think I’m happy he found God by 
almost killing himself, you’re wrong. I don’t want to believe him.”
“You hope he’s just brain damaged? He might be,” said Mrs. Collier.
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“And how much I care about him? That doesn’t mean shit?” I demanded.
She stood up, and after a few seconds of looking around for something he thought 
he’d carried in, so did he.
“Stay away from our son, or we’ll pursue legal action,” said Mrs. Collier.
I stood up too.
“Tell him, no matter if he’s fucked up in the head or atheist or Christian or 
whatever, doesn’t matter, he can come over any time. He’s eighteen. He’s an adult.”
“Well maybe he’ll want to move in with you,” she snapped.
“Great,” I said.
But I hoped he didn’t. I had two spare bedrooms, and I was supposed to feel good 
for him, and if he asked I didn’t know how I would refuse.
Just like some parents say they weren’t truly adults until their children were born,
I have on occasion said to people that I wasn’t truly a Christian until my child died. 
Before that, I didn’t know the presence of Christ in my heart, I only assumed it was there. 
I prayed harder in those days when Jacob was alive or was yet to be alive—more 
desperately. I sensed something had yet to take place in my life, and I dreaded it too. 
Truly, my heart needed to be blown to pieces before I was able rebuilt it around God, and 
I knew that’s what needed to happen, and I didn’t want it to happen, so I prayed.
And then Jacob became sick. He started coughing early one morning—I could 
hear him through the wall, and my first thought was of Taebrook. Our house was small, 
and they shared a room. Immediately I got out of bed to move the baby—I didn’t even
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glance at Jacob in his bed, who was, I thought, merely suffering from a cold. By 
breakfast, though, he had a fever, and his cough was getting worse. He asked to stay 
home from school and smiled brightly when I told him yes, but I was irritated. He was 
catching wad after wad of phlegm in his bare hand and wiping it on his pant leg, which 
disgusted me and I told him so. I lamented that I might have to take him to the doctor 
after I got home, or worried that when I got home the whole house would be smeared 
with his contagious, sticky fluids. I set him up on the couch with cookies and hot 
chocolate and two boxes of tissues, told him to use the tissues or he would be in such 
trouble he didn’t even know existed. Then I left for work with Taebrook, watching her 
for any signs of sickness. She was the one I was worried for. If Jacob could eat what he 
did sometimes, stink like he did sometimes, and just be who he was basically all the 
time—a young, healthy, infuriatingly unhygienic boy—then my worry was better put 
elsewhere. Of course, when I got home, he had already passed on, and those tissues were 
everywhere, wadded and piled up to either side of him on the floor in front of the sofa. 
He’d had to get a third box, which when I think about it, still makes me cry.
Maybe, though, I owe my faith to Peter as much as he owes his to me. After my 
heart was blown to pieces, I was not in the right frame of mind to thank God for anything, 
and I remember thinking many blasphemous things. Benoit carried my body through it, 
even though he didn’t have the physical strength to lift a toaster. But he couldn’t say 
anything to me to put strength back into my soul.
“We’re so sorry for your loss,” Mr. Collier told me.
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Mrs. Collier gave me a gentle hug that somehow reminded me they were being 
polite. They didn’t really believe in the soul, so why would they believe in honoring the 
body?
Peter wasn’t with them—they only realized it then. It was strange that they were 
so anxious to find him, maybe it was the nearness of Jacob’s body. I didn’t join in the 
search. I only saw him before they did.
He was standing beside the casket, looking older in his black attire, in his somber 
mood. At the time I thought of him as a tragically skeptical child, who somehow 
managed also to be stupidly ungrateful for all the good living his parents provided for 
him. He complained about trips they took, and refused to be enthusiastic about anything, 
as if happiness were a thing to be embarrassed by. When I approached him and the 
casket, I was already frustrated.
“Aren’t these things usually open?” he asked.
“This one’s closed,” I told him.
“Why?”
“Because I’m his mother.”
“Oh.”
He took my explanation at face value, which made me aware, before I really lost 
my temper, how unreasonable I was being. I’ve heard it is a sensation particular to the 
religious and the political, the body acting in instinctive opposition to terrible urges, and 
maybe this is true. When he put his hand on the casket, I wanted to grab him by the wrist 
and tear him out of the picture, but I didn’t.
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“It’s steel. I thought they were wood,” he mumbled.
“Don’t mumble,” I snapped, and then finally his parents appeared to take him 
away, but they didn’t take him away. They thanked me for finding him and then the three 
of them stood with me beside my son’s casket, like someone had told them I shouldn’t be 
left alone with it.
When I tried to talk about Jacob in front of everyone, I found I couldn’t do so 
without laughing, and when I broke down so did a great may of them, but it seemed they 
were grateful for the chance to laugh and I was not.
Peter was too short to stand at the podium and speak through the microphone, so 
his father brought up an empty chair for the boy to stand on.
“Jacob was my friend. We did a lot together, and I’ll always remember him.” For 
a moment it seemed he was done—Mr. Collier even took a step forward to retrieve the 
chair—but then Peter continued. “When I first met him, I didn’t like him very much. Not 
that I’m racist or anything. I’ve seen Sesame Street. He was black and that made me 
uncomfortable, okay? But it mostly had to do with how spoiled he could act. He kind’ve 
thought that everything was supposed to go his way. I looked up to him, even though he 
was younger than me. I guess I’m not as tough as he was, and that makes me nervous. I 
haven’t slept well. I wish he were okay.”
He stood on the seat a second longer, trying to think of what else he intended to 
say, and then he got down. His parents appeared proud of him—good job for vomiting all 
over everything. Good to get that out of you. I wanted to strangle him. I thought, this kid 
is like all the rest. I didn’t know what all the rest meant, not even when I was using it in
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my own head. This kid was like all the rest, and my Jacob was not, and wasn’t it a 
tragedy that one had lived? I wanted my son alive. I told God, if he brings back my son, 
he can take this boy.
“My dad thinks I got all four-ohs last semester,” he told me, years later, while I 
balanced the phone on my shoulder and poured two glasses champagnes. “He thinks I’m 
on track for getting all four-ohs this semester, too. He doesn’t check. Technically he’s not 
allowed but...he could if he wanted, you know. It doesn’t even occur to him to ask.”
“Do you want him to ask?” I put a hand over the mouthpiece and nodded at 
Taebrook, who was standing in the doorway adjoining the kitchen to the living room with 
a large white envelope in her hand. She was grinning, tapping one bright orange 
fingernail on the green tree symbol that was printed in the sender square.
“I know he wouldn’t understand,” sighed Peter. There was an edge to his voice; I 
could see him with his back against a real wall—either at home or in the dorm room his 
father insisted he stay in—looking forlorn.
But I was grinning ear to ear, with the envelope between my daughter and I, 
itching to open it, inching toward the drawer where my kitchen scissors were at, having 
discussion with myself about just how much trouble Peter was in—was it too much 
trouble to tell him to call back later?
“He’s not going to be mad at you Peter, unless you continue lying to him.”
“You promised.”
“I won’t tell.”
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“It isn’t that he’d be mad. I know he’d be mad,” Peter moaned. “It’s just that I 
know he won’t be able to help. None of them can. And I don’t want to put them in that 
position.”
I put my hand up, told Taebrook to wait with my lips. She made a face, then she 
looked concerned, then she saw the champagne on the counter and made a drinking 
motion that was also an exclamation of surprise. I put up my hand again so she could see 
all five of my fingers.
“Peter, you know they love you, and if they love you they can help you.”
“Only you can help, Mrs. Bealy,” he said in a small voice.
“I don’t know why that would be.”
“I can’t explain it.”
“Try, Peter.”
He sighed. Taebrooke took a sip of the champagne—she would eventually tell me 
that she found all alcohol distasteful and ask me to stop. Which made me realize I needed 
somebody to ask me, otherwise I would’ve kept drinking. Not that I was depressed and 
drinking too much. I just started to question things, years after they occurred, so that I 
lost sight of what I believed my struggle to be. There is a momentum like sleepiness, into 
disbelief.
“Remember, Mrs. Bealy. You promised.”
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